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ABSTRACT
During opposition to the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), the Lakota words mni wičoni,
“water is life,” came to define the ongoing movement at Standing Rock and serve as a
reminder of not only humans’ dependence on interconnected ecological communities, but
also of the vitality and sentience in more-than-human beings. Looking to Indigenous
author-activists producing texts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—
when colonial ideologies of land exploitation and Indigenous dispossession were codified
by federal policy—provides valuable insight into the tensions between these land-ascommodity and land-as-community worldviews. While scholars like literary and cultural
theorist Joni Adamson and anthropologist Marisol de la Cadena explore the political
implications of contemporary Indigenous cosmopolitics, this project looks to the turn of
the twentieth century for self-narratives, tribal legends, erotic verse, boarding school
newspapers, and magazine serials that reveal the emergence of an Indigenous ecocosmopolitics. Grounded in both tribe-specific and Pan-Indian philosophies, the ecocosmopolitics in these texts presents land-as-community worldviews that resist
dispossessive frameworks of settler governance. I explore how Indigenous authoractivists producing texts on the brink of modernity—Sarah Winnemucca, Charles
Eastman, Zitkala Ša, and E. Pauline Johnson—critique the violent logics of settler
colonial ideologies with their narratives of transgenerational Indigenous ontologies
undergirded by ongoing, reciprocal relationships with the more-than-human world.
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Leveraging the often painfully gained agency associated with English language literacy,
these authors articulate a sophisticated ecological engagement that challenges raced and
gendered concepts like “adapted to agriculture” and “the habits of civilized life” in
contemporaneous federal policies. Incorporating theories from both Indigenous and nonIndigenous scholars, this dissertation especially draws from settler colonial and ecocritical theories while looking to innovative applications of sound studies and queer
ecologies. Each chapter analyzes an author’s strategic recasting of a pillar in the colonial
project—literacy, health, education, and sexuality—while underscoring their advocacy
for Indigenous ways of knowing and being in the world. Their rhetorical strategies for
speaking back to oppressive regimes in their own historical moment, as well as the stillresonant environmental insights they provide, I argue, can inform our current
understanding of relations among ecological health, Indigeneity, and settler colonialism.
Rather than reducing their works through an assimilation-resistance binary, reading for
ecological underpinnings in these works reveals their potential as works of environmental
justice, both then and now. Together, they provide Indigenous perspectives on
dispossession while offering Indigenous philosophies and practices for developing
communities whose sense of shared, eco-conscious connection predates and transcends
that of the bounded nation-state.
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INTRODUCTION
During the 2016 opposition to the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), the Lakota words mni
wičoni, “water is life,” came to define the movement emanating from Iŋyaŋ Wakháŋagapi
Othí (Sacred Stone Camp), near the Standing Rock reservation. Garnering both national
and international attention, thousands of people and representatives from an estimated
300 tribal nations gathered near the confluence of the Mni Sose (Missouri) and
Íŋyaŋwakağapi Wakpá (Cannonball) Rivers in what was “arguably the largest gathering
of indigenous peoples in the United States in more than 100 years” (Fredericks and
Heibel 478). While mainstream media often covered the seven-month resistance with
video footage of exchanges between water protectors and the national guard, some stories
delved into the immediate underlying legal conflict involving the Army Corps of
Engineers, their Environmental Impact Statement, and Energy Transfer Partner’s desire
for an easement under Lake Oahe, less than half a mile upstream. Opponents of the
pipeline enjoyed a brief victory when the Corps delayed approval of the easement. In
January 2017, however, an executive order advanced the project and now, in 2020,
Energy Transfer has applied to nearly double the amount of Bakken crude oil flowing
through it—this despite DAPL already contaminating the environment with 12 spills
(Sass). As the opposition continues, The Sioux Tribe is appealing to not only federal but
also global law, citing violations of international human rights in the pipeline project by
pointing to a denial of self-determination and the lack of free, prior, and informed
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consent.1 In his request for a hearing on Energy Transfer’s application, Mike Faith, Jr.,
Chairman of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, stated, “The ET/DAPL oil spill and safety
track record combined with the production increase request demonstrates a pattern of
unsafe operations and a failed safety culture.” Fellow Chairman David Archambault II
echoed these concerns explaining, “We are not opposed to energy independence. We are
opposed to reckless and politically motivated development projects, like DAPL, that
ignore our treaty rights and risk our water” (qtd. in Earth Justice). Standing in stark
opposition to the self-reflexive kinship ideology and stewardship ethics woven through
mni wičoni, the oil industry’s land-as-commodity worldview draws its power from a
normalized dependence on fossil fuels and the fiscal dollars that fortify it.
The opposition to DAPL is only one in a constellation of contemporary
environmental justice movements, but the homeland of the Oceti Sakowin (Seven
Council Fires, or, Great Sioux Nation) is relatively rare in the extent of its history of
colonial exploitation and water rights violations.2 In 1944, Congress authorized the PickSloan Plan resulting in the Army Corps of Engineers’ and Bureau of Reclamation’s
construction of five dams that flooded and destroyed over fifty-six thousand acres. The
devastating loss, characterized by Vine Deloria, Jr. as “the single most destructive act
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The term “Sioux” is itself a reflection of colonization, the term deriving from the
mistranslation of a Chippewa term by French trappers. I use it here only to reflect the
language in the official legal proceedings. Elsewhere, I use Oceti Sakowin, the name for
the entire Great Plains tribal system which is comprised of several bands: Isanti/Santee
(Dakota, Ihanktown-Ihanktowana (Nakota), and Tetonwan/Teton (Lakota), all of whom
speak different dialects. A foundational document for discussing international Indigenous
rights is the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).
2
For a recent and compelling analysis of the tradition of Indigenous resistance and anticolonial struggles that precede and lead to Standing Rock, see Nick Estes’ (Lower Brule),
Our History is Our Future: Standing Rock Versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, and the
Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (Verso, 2019).
2

ever perpetrated on any tribe by the United States,” disproportionately affected the Seven
Nations of the Oceti Sakowin and permanently dislocated hundreds of families (xiv).
Nearly a century before this flood, agreements between the United States and Oceti
Sakowin secured lands and guaranteed hunting and fishing rights for the various tribal
bands, a contract manifesting in the 1851 and 1868 Fort Laramie Treaties. These treaties,
violated by the Pick Sloan Plan, are also implicated in the ongoing DAPL dispute, along
with The Winters Doctrine of 1902 which maintained the Oceti Sakowin’s rights in
waters flowing through the originally defined boundaries established by the 1868 Treaty.
Add to this complexity the often-ambiguous legal concepts of “plenary power,” “tribal
sovereignty,” and “lands in trust,” and the relationship between tribal nations and the US
government gets even murkier.3 As Craig Womack (Creek-Cherokee) points out,
“America loves Indian culture; America is much less enthusiastic about Indian land title”
(11). If wading into the required research for understanding the ongoing legal battle at
Standing Rock seems daunting, imagine the barriers against Indigenous resistance when
the federal government first established these treaties and doctrines in the late nineteenth
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Another illustration of the challenge in navigating colonial terminology, in addition to
the usage of “Sioux,” is the term “Indian” in federal policy; I avoid both terms outside of
direct quotation. Throughout the project, I have marked as precisely as possible the
nationalities and affiliations of Indigenous scholars. For a more comprehensive history of
American Indian Law and the complex nature of legal interpretations of Indigenous rights
in the United States, see Nell Jessup Newton, “Federal Power Over Indians: its Sources,
Scope and Limitations,” University of Pennsylvania Law Review, vol. 32, no. 2, Jan.
1984, pp. 195-281 for a thorough (if somewhat dated) interrogation of the role of the
Plenary Power Doctrine. For an assessment of the constitutional place of treaties in
federal courts, particularly as it applies to Standing Rock, see Fredericks, Carla F., and
Jesse D. Heibel. “Standing Rock, The Sioux Treaties, and the Limits of the Supremacy
Clause.” University of Colorado Law Review, vol. 89, no. 2, spring 2018, pp. 477-532.
For an important Indigenous perspective, see Nick Estes, “Fighting for Our Lives:
#NoDAPL in Historical Context,” Red Nation, 18 Sept. 2016,
https://therednation.org/2016/09/18/fighting-for-our-lives-nodapl-in-context/.
3

and early twentieth centuries. Negotiating messy shifts in policy often implemented by
power structures rife with corruption demanded not only English language literacy, but
colonizer law literacy as well.
But colonizer law, too, was notoriously unstable. During the first half of the
nineteenth century, the Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the relocation of the Bureau of
Indian Affairs from the War Department to the Interior in 1849 illustrate the federal
government’s grappling for certainty in modes of colonizing discourse and their
subsequent conceptions of the relationship between Indigenous Peoples and their
homelands. Settler expansionism led to rapid Indigenous dispossession, and the
reservation system created internal colonies predicated on the inequity of ward/guardian
dichotomies. Gilded Age schemes borne of reconstruction era economic opportunities led
to deeply entrenched spoils systems like the Indian Ring, and corrupt opportunists soon
became targets for Progressive reformers.4 Writers like Sarah Winnemucca sought to
expose predatory Indian Agents, many of whom assumed the role or worked in
conjunction with a “boss farmer” who would dictate what to grow and how to grow it,
fundamentally changing ecosystems and dismantling the identities and dignities of the
already-traumatized displaced. The Dawes Severalty Act, first authorized in 1887 and
amended three times, was ostensibly designed to enfranchise Natives but ultimately
opened reservations for settler consumption and resulted in the most devastating loss in
tribal lands—from 166 million acres in 1875 to 52 million acres in 1934. In his State of
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A particularly visible example of this corruption, the trader post scandal led to the
impeachment of war secretary William Belknap in 1876. Geroge Custer testified against
Belknap, accusing him of inflating prices and selling too many firearms to Natives. The
Indian Ring was a term applied to the corrupt network of government agents who
controlled treaty goods, including annuities.
4

the Union Message in 1901, Theodore Roosevelt referred to the Dawes Act as “a mighty
pulverizing engine to break up the tribal mass.” Two years later, in The Winning of the
West (1903), he is more forthright in his justification of Indigenous dispossession: “The
truth is, the Indians never had any real title to the soil.” Imperial policies and settler
regimes rapidly transformed Indigenous homelands into spaces for demarcating material
ownership, developing rugged individualism, and generating lucrative capital—the
bedrocks of Christian capitalist civilization.
Despite these obstacles, Indigenous author-activists at the turn of the twentieth
century were producing texts in resistance to dispossessive frameworks of settler
governance. In the spirit of decolonization, and as a settler-descendent scholar, I study the
strategies of four such authors, all of whom leveraged their English language literacy to
negotiate colonial print networks and attest to the intellectual history and inherent
sovereignty of Indigenous Peoples before, during, and after colonial contact. Speaking
from diverse and specific tribal histories while evoking, at times, a Pan-Indian
perspective, Sarah Winnemucca (Northern Paiute), Charles Eastman (Santee), Zitkala Ša
(Dakota), and Emily Pauline Johnson (Mohawk) provide the texts that inspire and direct
this project. I also hope to align with Nick Estes’ (Kul Wicasa Oyate) belief that
Indigenous history should not just focus on trauma, “but actually give people a sense of
grounded historical consciousness about Indigenous resistance as what propels history”
(Red Nation). While we can appreciate the rhetorical strategies in each author’s
intervention with oppressive regimes at the turn of the twentieth century, so can we gain
access to Indigenous perspectives that provide historical insight into the ongoing relations
among ecological health, Indigeneity, and settler colonialism.
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The through line in texts considered here is their interrogation of environmental
relationships as structurally connected to conceptions of nationhood—the Western
nation-state itself a bounded idea that each author-activist interrogates and recasts in
various ways. Recognizing how treaties injected imperial terminology like “nationhood”
into Indigenous discourse, Scott Richard Lyons (Ojibwe/Dakota) argues, “The ‘nation,’
for example is a way to gather and organize resources that can help improve people’s
lives, so I say keep it around while de-essentializing it” (xii). Leanne Betasamosake
Simpson (Nishnaabeg) further asserts, “My nationhood doesn’t just radiate outwards, it
also radiates inwards. It is my physical body, my mind my spirit. It is our families—not
the nuclear family that has been normalized in settler society, but big, beautiful, diverse,
extended multiracial families of relatives and friends that care very deeply for each other”
(As We Have Always Done 9). In this same sense of gathering from within rather than
imposing imperial borders from without, Lisa Brooks describes nationhood as imagined
through the Abenaki language. The word for national, she explains, is “Mizi Negewet
kamigwezoi, meaning ‘families gathered together’” (Afterword 229). The anthropocentric
heteronormativity in Euro-western constructions of the family, too, is unsettled by the
authors in this study who present narratives of kinship ideologies like the Dakota
tiospaye, eco-centric worldviews animated by animism, and queer ecologies that extend
beyond human bodies and celebrate erotic pleasure divorced from patriotic procreation.
The nation, then, becomes both inclusive and unbounded, more fluid than fixed.
I use the term “eco-cosmopolitics” because I believe it unites the authors’
perspectives while also pushing against a critical proclivity to diminish the value of
Indigenous literatures—especially those produced at the turn of the twentieth century,
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when the so-called “Indian Problem” was at the fore of many socio-political discussions
in both the US and Canada—through a reductive assimilation-resistance binary. The ecoprefix derives from the Greek oikos, itself a fluid term that can refer to family, property,
and home, depending on context. The relations between ecology and economy form the
crux for the remaining portmanteau and direct the eco-critical readings herein. That said,
I first want to parse this cumbersome word by briefly tracing a genealogy of its
constitutive parts and acknowledging their emergence from Euro-Western philosophies.
Recorded history attributes the idea of cosmopolitanism to Diogenes, the founder of the
Cynic movement who declared himself “a citizen of the world.” Thereafter, the Stoics
developed the aspirations of the world citizen as one who dwells in a local community
while also belonging to a broader universal world. Enlightenment thinkers like Kant
imagined a single moral community of rational beings bound to cosmopolitan law, an
idealized hospitality for a global order. The theoretical collectivity in cosmopolitanism,
however, threatens the reality of tribe-centric concerns and literatures and can, as
Elizabeth Cook-Lynn (Crow Creek) points out, “become the enemy of ‘resistance
literatures’ specifically because its criteria are the fodder of western tastes” (26). Heeding
Cook-Lynn and others who point to the incongruence between cosmopolitanism and
tribal nationalism, my usage aligns with a call to connect with communities that
transcend Western imperial constructions of the nation-state while still affiliating with
deeper place-based histories. Drawing from the Stoic philosopher Hierocles, Martha
Nussbaum describes cosmopolitanism as “think[ing] of ourselves . . . as surrounded by a
series of concentric circles,” the outermost being “humanity as a whole” (Nussbaum 3).
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The eco-, however, adds rich layers of more-than-human communities to this already
expansive philosophical model.
Another important departure from cosmopolitanism in this project comes in the
modified suffix in cosmopolitics which denotes an ongoing process and further troubles a
finite, linear teleology. Speaking to this dynamism, David Harvey argues that
cosmopolitanism should not denote a “passive contemplation of global citizenship,” but
rather, it could be a unifying ethic that drives “a political project that strives to transform
living, being, and becoming in the world” (560). Isabelle Stenger first developed and
differentiated the term cosmopolitics to argue against the notion of universality in an
already known world. Instead, cosmopolitics, she argues, refers to “the unknown
constituted by. . . multiple divergent worlds” (995). With a similar focus on
cosmopolitics as an ongoing process, Bruno Latour argues for a constructivist stance in
which cosmopolitics aims to see how the world “can be slowly composed” (454). It is
this acceptance of the unknown, in tandem with a slowing down to consider the oftenunseen implications of settler material cultures, that pushes against Western positivism
and consumer capitalism, thereby informing my use of the term eco-cosmopolitics.
Again, the prefatory eco provides the environment-centric animism that renders morethan-human life an agentive player in this composing.
Other scholars explicitly merge cosmopolitical discourse with ecocriticism within
the philosophy of eco-cosmopolitics. First coined by Ursula Heise in Sense of Place and
Sense of Planet, the term signifies a kind of ecologically inflected world citizenship that
links “experiences of local endangerment to a sense of planet that encompasses both
human and nonhuman worlds” (159). Rob Nixon also speaks to this global thinking in
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his call for an ecological citizenship which requires “a transnational ethics of place”
(243). Joni Adamson, Giovanni Di Chiro, and, most recently Mascha Gemein have
sought to consider how traditional Indigenous knowledge, epistemes that transverse
generations through story and reproduction, have enduring and pertinent ecological value.
In her compelling discussion of Leslie Marmon Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes (1999),
Gamein concludes that “ecocosmopolitics is for everyone and, indeed, has to be for
everyone if it is to make a difference” (503).
Recognizing the Euro-Western philosophies from which the term emerges, “A
Return to Turtle Island: Ecocosmopolitics in American Indian Literature, 1880-1920”
refers to this theoretical framework only after its explicit appeal for a return to Turtle
Island. The name Turtle Island, drawn from various Indigenous cultures but especially
Anishinaabe cosmologies, generally refers to the continental land mass now called North
America and is a recent conceptual amendment or adaptation for settler-descendents like
me. It serves, I hope, as a reminder that the transgenerational, eco-conscious philosophies
and practices of many Indigenous Peoples historically precede these emergent Western
ideas. Describing her frustration with the lack of this acknowledgement within the
academy, Zoe Todd (Red River Metis, Otipemisiwak) describes listening to Bruno
Latour’s speech on international climate advocacy movements:
I waited through the whole talk, to hear the Great Latour credit indigenous
thinkers for their millenia of engagement with sentient environments, with
cosmologies that enmesh people into complex relationships between themselves
and all relations, and with climates and atmosphere as important points of
organization and action. . . .It never came. (7)
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With this originary position a significant part of the “return” framing this project, the
temporal dimensions also point to the possibility of a return, an assertion of Indigenous
endurance and tribal resurgence in the twenty-first century. This return is not predicated
on the fallacy of a pure, irrecuperable pre-contact past, but rather a return to, and valuing
of, the knowledge systems and practices that hegemonic forces sought, mostly
unsuccessfully, to eradicate. This return also opposes what Patrick Wolfe has called the
logics of elimination: “Settler colonies were (are) premised on the elimination of native
societies. The split tensing reflects a determinate feature of settler colonization. The
colonizers come to stay—invasion is a structure not an event” (2). In sum, this project
seeks to make normalized imperial modes in the ongoing colonial project visible and to
unsettle them in ways that enable us, in the words of Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee), “to
imagine otherwise.”5
Just as terminology presents challenges in its limits, so do Euro-Western frames
of genre fail to create neat and easy categories for the texts discussed in this project. With
varying degrees of generic hybridity and Indigenous innovation, the texts investigated
herein include self-narratives, petition, tribal legends, erotic verse, boarding school
newspapers, outdoor leisure serials, photographs, and Haida sculpture. As Penny Patrone
notes, “Like the archetypal figure, the trickster, native writers easily adopt a multiplicity
of styles and forms to suit their purposes, and in so doing they are giving birth to a new
literature” (qtd. Weaver 26). Despite the varieties in form, each author-activist delivers

5

For greater context, Justice directly addresses other Indigenous authors and states, “We
can’t possibly live otherwise until we first imagine otherwise. Our literary and literal
ancestors made possible the world we hold now in trust—it’s our responsibility, for as
long as we’re given to bear it, to carry their work forward, to help realize their hopes and
to ensure their fears never come to pass.”
10

content that challenges settler colonial faith in both the process and destination that the
term civilization invokes. They all advocate for what Yael Ben-zvi calls “inhabitationbased rights,” a claim to land that “emphasizes localized conditions and practices that
produce historically specific forms of knowledge” (Ben-zvi 5). Their articulations of this
sophisticated relationship with land vary from explicit statements of multi-generational
and irreproducible temporal precedence to more nuanced sub-textual suggestions of the
enduring necessity for Indigenous knowledge-systems and practices. Often, they employ
a trickster rhetoric that covers a broad spectrum of argumentative modes within a single
work, their stories constitutive of both specific tribal histories and Pan-tribal aspirations
for an inclusive future. For example, in Life Among the Piutes (1883), Winnemucca
presents a tribe-specific history and seeks legal advocacy for a group of dispossessed and
detained Northern Paiutes while she interrogates the broader history of colonial contact as
a series of violent events at odds with the compassionate tenets of civilization discourse.
As she, Eastman, and Zitkala Ša encourage partial assimilation to settler culture in legal
terms, so do they imply a reverse assimilation wherein Indigenous philosophies are
indispensable for a healthy, shared, and pluralist society. Far from advocating for
complete assimilation, the Indigenous philosophies in “A Return to Turtle Island” more
closely align with Anishinaabe scholar Leanne Betasomasake Simpson’s vision of tribal
resurgence in “this place where we all live and work together” (“The Place” 19). As such,
their stories are testaments of tribal sovereignty rooted in place-based, pre-statist
histories. While Emily Pauline Johnson’s 1892 canoeing narrative in the Brantford
Expositor newspaper amicably points to and names colonial structures along the banks of
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the Grand River, so does she use that relatively recent history as a thinly veiled
comparison to the deeper history of the Mohawk Nation that she herself embodies.
Producing and distributing texts within settler print culture required not only
trickster rhetoric but also shape-shifting strategies. Colonial discursive networks at the
turn of the twentieth century were embedded in the logics of English literacy qua colonial
Christianity qua civilization. Each author tugs at the strings of these logics while
navigating Progressive era reform rhetoric and utilizing settler colonial resources. For
Sarah Winnemucca and Charles Eastman, lecture tours brought them into contact with
figures like Concord Transcendentalist Elizabeth Palmer Peabody and sociologisteducator Fayette Avery McKenzie. While McKenzie was instrumental in founding the
Society of American Indians (SAI), a Pan-tribal organization centering on Indigenous
membership, groups like the Friends of the Indian were often focused, to quote Francis
Prucha, on “Americanizing the American Indian.” Citing Prucha, Malea Powell (Indiana
Miami, Eastern Shawnee) describes how many Progressive reform organizations sought
to change policies in ways that forced Congress “into a rabid anti-tribalism and private
property reform” by advocating for the dissolution of reservations and establishment of
allotment programs (403-4). The Mohonk Conference, an annual gathering of selfproclaimed “friends of the red man” at a prestigious mountain resort, illustrates
reformers’ desire for “the absorption—not the isolation—of the Indian” (“The Indian
Problem” 10). A newspaper article covering the proceedings of the 1885 Conference, on
the brink of the passage of the Dawes Act, is especially illustrative of the discursive
dominance in these assimilation ideologies. Included among the “measures to be
recommended” for the enactment of allotment policy is a stipulation for “every
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reasonable effort to secure the consent of the Indians to this policy,” but “its execution
without their consent [will be made] with a scrupulous regard to their best interests and
highest welfare.” Further, if “any wild tribes are absolutely incapable of being thus
brought into harmony with civilization” they will be placed “under guard as will prevent
the possibility of Indian outbreaks and their compulsory education” (Ibid). Just as in the
ongoing case with DAPL, unilateral authority does not often value Indigenous consent. In
addition to accessing colonial print networks, these author-activists had to navigate
Progressive era reform agendas and determine when to speak back and when to perform
in ways that aligned with settler expectations.
It is important to keep this historical context in mind when considering each
author-activist’s strategy for speaking back to colonial power and navigating conceptions
of interconnected ecosystems as private property. While the reservation system opened
surrounding lands to settlement, it also created a space for tribal customs to continue, a
fact that remains relevant for tribal nations. The overlapping perspectives of the
reservation as a site for cultural survival versus a confining space of limited economic
opportunity creates tensions for each author that manifest in various ways, sometimes
explicitly forming the exigence for their textual production. While Sarah Winnemucca
fought, for example, to secure a “well-timbered” reservation space for the survival of the
Northern Paiutes, activists like Charles Eastman reveal an antipathy for reservations
grounded in their hindrance to self-sufficient individualism. As I explore in chapter three,
Zitkala Ša dedicated a significant portion of her life living with and serving the Utes’
Uintah Ouray reservation community. Emily Pauline Johnson, on the other hand, rarely
returned to the reservation where she was raised by her English mother. All of these
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author-activists, however, travelled extensively, a choice that constitutes a selfdetermined and embodied act of migratory resistance to the colonial violence in forced
removal and reservation containment.
Each also engages in story-telling that enacts, whether explicitly or not, a claim to
territorial primacy and articulation of Indigenous geographic knowledge. While Eastman
and Zitkala Ša composed and compiled collections of tribe-specific legends,
Winnemucca writes of Northern Paiute customs while foregrounding her own narrated
experience as evidence of sophisticated place-based knowledge. Johnson, too, narrates
her own canoe adventures as testaments of her familiarity and ease with fluid, out-ofdoors spaces. Moving in both a literal and literary sense across tribal identities, she also
collected and published Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish) legends during her final years living
in what is now called Vancouver. Despite the varying narrative distance each author
employs, all use stories as interventions with colonial representations of Indigeneity and
concomitant affirmations of trans-generational belonging. Their stories also assert the
originary position of Indigneous Peoples, their multiple histories reminding readers that
the “new world” was not new at all. Frederick Turner points out that, before Thoreau,
"Americans believed they lived in an ahistorical landscape, one without spirit and without
life except that with which they would presently endow it” (x). As acts of resistance and
revision, Indigenous stories become agentive in the sense that each author “stories the
land” in ways that animate tribal histories while simultaneously moving through the lived
reality of colonialism and implicitly imagining a decolonized future (Simpson “Land as
Pedagogy” 17).
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The stakes of this dissertation’s focus on Indigeneity, environment, and settler
colonialism are many and interconnected. Over the last three decades, reprintings of
works by all four authors suggest a renewed interest in American Indian cultures and a
desire to uncover the broader realities of North American history. Though the number of
Native American Studies departments and degrees earned is rising, they are still
underrepresented within academic institutions in the United States. With approximately
thirty Tribal Colleges and universities nationwide, only fourteen percent of American
Indians and Alaska Natives age 25 and older have a college degree.6 Given the lack of
Indigenous voices and perspectives (both past and present) in academic curricula at
various levels, coupled with American Indians’ relative lack of access to higher
education, the reading, teaching, and further distribution of these underexamined texts
presents opportunities to better understand not only the enduring value in diverse
Indigenous cultures, but also the various forms of Indigenous resistance to ongoing
(neo)colonial dispossession. By extension, a reading and appreciation of these texts
produced during the era of the so-called “Indian Problem” can facilitate non-Native
readers’ self-reflexive confrontation with settler mentality and colonial entitlement.7
Beyond learning how to talk about Indigenous Peoples, we might also learn how to talk

6

Though there are over one hundred NAS departments in the US, only 55 are housed
within 4-year or above institutions (Data USA, https://datausa.io/profile/cip/nativeamerican-studies).
7
I borrow this concept from Brandy Nālani McDougall who writes, “Within colonial
contexts, the term entitlement is most commonly associated with native or Indigenous
entitlements to land, social welfare programs, and certain cultural rights in recognition of
the need to redress histories of native dispossession and displacement. This essay,
however, draws attention to “colonial entitlement,” which describes the naturalized
authority/ownership over everyone and everything Indigenous that emerges from
histories of conquest.”
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with them. Engaging with Native perspectives can enable more constructive
conversations, whether in the boardroom or at the kitchen table.8
The environmental stakes are high as overwhelming evidence points to the
urgency in addressing ecological contamination and the limits in Western science as the
sole intervention. Tracing a genealogy of colonial land-as-commodity ideologies in the
texts discussed here opens a comparative space for alternative perspectives on human
relationships with more-than-human nature. Acknowledging the need for Indigenous
knowledge systems and methods of resistance in addressing global ecological crises has
led to a flurry of organizations that embrace transnational approaches to fighting the
ecologically-exploitative practices that often drive neoliberal capitalism.9 Though tribal
connections to eco-systems are local and particular in bioregional terms, they oftentimes
precede and transcend national boundaries, offering instead an unbounded conception of
belonging and interconnectedness that subverts the bordered powers of the nation-state.
At the same time, regionally specific multi-generational relationships and place-based
knowledge point to the necessity of Indigenous-led solutions for meaningful climate
action on the local level. Accordingly, this dissertation seeks to amplify the epistemes of
these knowledge systems and to underscore the value in their respective and reciprocal
engagements with diverse environments.

8

I am echoing the language of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada and
its efforts to build “new relationships between Aboriginal Peoples and all Canadians.”
Though it has been criticized as a largely empty gesture rife with hypocrisy, the intent
and ideas illustrate moves toward reconciliation that the US has yet to make. It is, at
least, an awareness of the need for awareness.
9
These include the Indigenous Environmental Network (founded 1990), Bioneers
(founded 1990), and, more recently Idle No More (founded 2012) to name but a few.
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The stakes in understanding the history of settler colonialism through Indigenous
perspectives is an acknowledgement of how the settler state continues to normalize the
interdependent ideologies and practices of capitalism, white heteropatriarchy, and
speciesism. Though the matrices of colonial power overlap and inform one other in
various ways, each chapter looks to an author’s unsettling and recasting of a specific
hegemonic pillar—language, health, education, and sexuality—within the colonial
project. By delegitimizing the apparatuses of settler colonialism, these author-activists lay
bare their inherently destructive logics. While critiquing the Western capital-driven
worldview of settler colonialism, each author presents an alternative worldview with
more expansive temporal dimensions. Speaking to this continuity between the present
and past while tending to the future, Simpson writes,
This is what my Ancestors wanted for me, for us. They wanted for our
generation to practice Nishnaabeg governance over our homeland, to partner with
other governments over shared lands, to have the ability to make decisions about
how the gifts of our parent would be used for the benefit of our people and in a
manner to promote her sanctity for coming generations. (8-9)

Joining the Conversation
This dissertation seeks to join the conversation of scholars and activists who study
the ways humans relate with more-than-human nature, especially those who highlight the
connections between Indigeneity and ecological health. Though I have already outlined
the contours of my overarching theme—eco-cosmopolitics as an emergent term for what
many Indigenous Peoples have already been thinking and practicing—its contemporary
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applications by scholars like Joni Adamson and Marisol de la Cadena, who consider the
rights, including legal rights, of more-than-human life, create the discursive space to
which I hope “A Return to Turtle Island” can contribute. Both scholars point to the
Ecuadorian (2008) and Bolivian (2009) Constitutions which grant legal rights to Nature,
or Pachamama, largely due to Indigenous influence. The designation of the Whanganui
River in New Zealand as a legal person in 2012 also demonstrates the potential for
Indigenous paradigms in political structures. Within the United States, the Community
Environmental Legal Defense Fund (CELDF) is “building a movement for Community
Rights and the Rights of Nature to advance democratic, economic, social, and
environmental rights – building upward from the grassroots to the state, federal, and
international level.” Beyond prescriptive legislation in the public sphere, contemplative
action in the private sphere is equally constitutive of living in accordance with the kinship
ideology of mni wiconi. Looking to Indigenous-produced texts produced on the brink of
modernity addresses the forward-thinking question formulated by Rob Nixon: “What
forces—imaginative, scientific, and activist, can help us extend the temporal horizons of
our gaze not just retrospectively but prospectively as well” (62)?
Due to this project’s preoccupation with environmental justice and eco-criticism, I
engage with scholars who investigate human-environmental relations and the
concomitant epistemologies that influence environmental ethics. The emerging field of
environmental hermeneutics provides invigorating methods for considering the role of
history, culture, and narrative in different understandings of nature. A recent collection
of essays compiled by collaborating editors and authors Forrest Clingerman, Brian
Treanor, Martin Drenthen, and David Ulster, provides innovative approaches to
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environmental interpretation “not as a binary of a pure-versus-constructed encounter . . .
[but as a] mediated experience . . . wherein ‘the text’ can be seen as a model for what
hermeneutics is aiming at, which is the interpretation of experiences in the world” (5, 7).
Clingerman further notes, “We need more than policy discussion or the analysis of
concrete ethical dilemmas. Environmental hermeneutics, at its root, offers a reflection on
how to engage and find meaning in the world, so that there is an appropriate framework
for policy and ethics” (6). He cites fellow contributors Van Tongeren and Snellen who
write, “By clarification of the conditions and frameworks of our current problems, a
hermeneutical ethics may contribute to our self-understanding, and by doing so, to the
moral quality of our way of living in the long run” (qtd. Clingerman 6). Recognizing
“the dialogical structure [of environmental hermeneutics] might seem to pose a problem,”
the author-editors cite Gadamer’s Truth and Method, arguing that “language does not
always refer to only human language but rather to ‘any language that things have’” (8).
This acknowledgment of the language capabilities and pedagogical value of more-thanhuman nature has multiple and deep histories in Indigenous knowledge systems and
continues to be transmitted through stories, art, and metaphor.
Similar in their call for a more expansive understanding of what constitutes a text,
a wealth of recent scholarship explores alternative textualities and literacies in various
Indigenous cultures. Exposing the normalized fallacy in the colonial linkage of alphabetic
text to literacy and intellect is central to this comparative study of settler and Indigenous
epistemologies. A robust history of collaborative production and circulation of texts
emerges in historical studies of Indigenous material cultures—for example, wampum
belts in brokering peace negotiations and winter counts for recording tribal histories.
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Birgit Rasmussen argues, “the lack of writing among America’s indigenous peoples was,
both materially and discursively, a European production. Indigenous documents,
historical records, and other evidence of writing systems were destroyed, stolen,
discredited, or simply defined out of existence by centuries of scholarship” (29). Hillary
Wyss and Stephanie Fitzgerald argue these alternative, non-alphabetic Indigenous texts
are “at once intertextual (the exchange of wampum belts was preceded and accompanied
by highly ritualized speech events) and interdisciplinary (they required scholars to draw
on fields as diverse as literature, history, and material culture in order to ‘decode’ or
‘read’ the texts)” (245-6). These broader understandings of texts and literacies open a
discursive space for the stories of Winnemucca’s desert landscapes, Charles Eastman’s
woodland animals, Zitkala Ša’s Earth Ear, and E. Pauline Johnson’s petulant rivers—a
reminder that beyond sustaining human life, eco-systems are themselves both living and
sentient, each a vital part of the consent and reciprocity that informs the Indigenous
philosophies considered in this dissertation.
I am influenced by several Indigenous scholars who share tribe-specific ecocentered philosophies, especially Leanne Betasomasoke Simpson, who uses Nishnaabeg
stories to advocate for a reclamation of land as pedagogy (“Land as Pedagogy” 1). She
describes teaching as first observing, learning, then “modeling how to interact with all
elements of creation,” pointing to the role of “embodied theories” in “the continual
creations of Nishnaabeg ontology, axiology, and epistemology” (14). She cites John
Borrows who notes, “the Anishinaabe have long taken directions about how we should
live through our interactions and observations with the environment” (qtd. ibid). Melissa
Nelson (Chippewa) echoes these connections, explaining, “The bones and blood of our
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ancestors have become the soil, the soil grows our food, the food nourishes our bodies,
and we become one, literally and metaphorically, with our homelands and territories”
(“Lighting the Sun” 10). In pursuit of these teachings, another significant source for my
research is the collection Original Instructions: Indigenous Teachings for a Sustainable
Future. As the title suggests, the essays argue for the necessity of “millennial-old
Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) that are tribally and geographically specific” (12).
The lessons in those systems contain Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), “native
science [that] holds the memories, observations, stories, understandings, insights, and
practices for how to follow the natural laws of a particular place” (Nelson 12). With
essays from an array of authors and tribal representations including Jeanette Armstrong
(Okanogan) and John Mohawk (Seneca), the compilation organizes texts within themes
like eco-spirituality, Indigenous democracies, the science of kinship, and food
sovereignty, all interconnected topics that emerge in multiple ways throughout this
project.
To historicize these authors within the Progressive Era and its many tensions,
including anxieties over the so-called “Indian Problem” and other inter-related angsts of
modernity, I turn to Jackson Lears’ study of anti-modernism and the vitalist impulse, both
manifestations of the “social and psychic tensions” through which these texts emerged
(5). Gail Bederman’s Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race
in the United States, 1880-1917 and her analysis of white masculinity in the early
twentieth century US has also influenced this project, especially the chapter on Charles
Eastman and E. Pauline Johnson, who challenge constructions of race and gender in
strikingly different ways yet with similar subversive results. Yael Ben-zvi’s Native Land
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Talk: Indigenous and Arrivant Rights Theories, too, has been a foundational text for
providing a slightly deeper history and new ways to think about the relations between
race, place, and settler entitlement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I found her
articulation of the dual-directionality of Indigenous and settler discourses especially
instructive in two important ways. First, it reveals the reverse-assimilation that the
authors here suggest, I argue, with varying degrees of explicitness and nuance. Second, it
reminds us that colonial contact was not an even, unilateral oppression against passive
Indigneous Peoples. Instead, Indigenous “responses to settler claims were anything but
mere reactions,” and their delegitimization of such claims refuses the “eliminatory
temporal dimension where they would presumably cease to have a meaningful existence”
(6).
Speaking to this endurance, Gerald Vizenor (Chippewa), Robert Warrior (Osage),
Craig Womack, Jace Weaver (Cherokee), and Elizabeth Cook-Lynn further attest to the
resilience in Native American cultures and Indigenous literary methods. Central to this
project is Vizenor’s articulation of survivance “an active sense of presence, the
continuance of native stories, not a mere reaction, or a survivable name. Native
survivance stories,” he explains, “are renunciations of dominance, tragedy and victimry”
(vii). Similarly, in Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism, Womack argues
that Natives “are not mere victims but active agents in history, innovators of new ways,
of Indian ways, of thinking and being and speaking and authoring in this world created by
colonial contact” (6). I am also interested in how these authors’ texts contribute to what
Weaver terms communitism, “a proactive commitment to Native community. . . [within]
the ‘wider community’ of Creation itself” (xiii). Instead of being only tribe-centered or
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Pan-Indian, these texts, I argue, are both, presenting tribe-specific perspectives within the
context of commonality movements that manifested in organizations like the Universal
Races Congress and Society of American Indians. As a settler-descendent scholar, I hope
this dissertation participates in what Weaver, Womack, and Warrior call “compassionate
criticism,” a means to generate meaningful discussion. Though “such a gathering place is
not safe or comfortable. . .[it] gathers people back together, seats them at the table, feeds
them, and they, in turn, give something back” (169). With these hopes, “A Return to
Turtle Island” joins the conversation.
My dissertation builds on these foundational critical, historical, and theoretical
texts while turning to applications of queer theories and sound studies for my readings of
E. Pauline Johnson and Zitkala Ša, respectively. My study of Johnson’s erotic canoe
verse and outdoor adventure serials is situated at the intersections of Indigeneity,
eroticism, and eco-criticism. I am especially influenced by Timothy Morton’s theory of
queer ecology and Bruce Erickson’s provocative study of the canoe’s colonial history and
queer potentialities. Over the past ten years, Queer Indigenous Studies has emerged as a
crucial critical discipline for analyzing the relationship between colonialism and
heteropatriarchy. My reading of Johnson responds to the call made by Qwo-Li Driskill,
Chris Finley (Colville), Brian Joseph Gilley, and Scott Lauria Morgensen, to interrogate
“the ways that heteronormativity—the normalizing and privileging of patriarchal
heterosexuality and its gender and sexual expressions—undermines struggles for
decolonization and sovereignty and buoys the powers of colonial governance” (19).
Recent work in sound studies energizes my study of Zitkala Ša, wherein I am especially
interested in how the production of sound and different modes of listening create an
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acoustic politics that is both cultural and material in its vibrational implications. While
Jodi A. Byrd (Chickasaw) considers the cacophonies of colonialism in The Transit of
Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism, scholars like Mishuanna Goeman (Seneca)
and Renya Ramirez (Winnebago) consider how sound can remap settler geographies and
create “hubs,” places of belonging that reinforce social connections and tribal alliances. I
owe my inspiration for this chapter and my ongoing interest in sound studies to the online
publication Sounding Out!(Pushing Sound Studies into the Red Since 2009), where I
discovered an essay from Dustin Tahmahkera (Comanche) wherein he describes his
work-in-process, Sounds Indigenous: Listening for Sonic Sovereignties in Indian
Country. His pointing to the multivalent capacities of sound as gratitude, as mourning, as
healer, and as weapon continue to motivate my research.

Chapter Breakdown
Though the forces of colonialism overlap and entangle in various ways, each
chapter looks to an author’s unsettling of a specific hegemonic pillar of the colonial
project. The first chapter, “Talking Paper and Rough Terrain: Dispossession and
Resistance in Winnemucca’s West,” considers language and literacy, the exclusionary
vehicle for treaty-making and coercing X-mark signatures from often ill-informed tribal
members. I investigate Sarah Winnemucca’s interrogation of colonial systems of power
grounded in the English language and her strategic recasting of literacy as a form of
resistance to dispossession. Through her articulation of land-as-text and subsequent
embodiment of a sophisticated landscape literacy, she exposes a landscape illiteracy and
dependence in the very people who seek to dominate tribal nations and render them
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dependent wards. After tracing her delegitimization of paper as the material
manifestation of English language literacy and its unilateral colonial control, I look to her
demonstrations of multi-generational geographic knowledge as a challenge to discourses
of dispossession. As an adaptable interpreter of landscapes, I argue, Winnemucca both
asserts Indigenous Peoples’ originary positionality in the contested lands of settler
expansionism and attests to Indigenous endurance, measurable in a variety of registers.
Chapter Two, “Shape-Shifting and Survivance in Charles Eastman’s Ecological
Citizenship,” further challenges the destructive logics of assimilation while celebrating
Indigenous ways of knowing and being in the world. This chapter focuses on health,
broadly conceived. I explore how Eastman’s shape-shifting rhetoric challenges the
inherent contradictions of a Christian capitalist nation with an out-of-doors pluralistic
worldview focused on the health of all species. His portrayal of modern materialism as a
threat to national health, I argue, subverts US constructions of the modern nation-state as
conducive to physical and spiritual vitality while problematizing discourses of
“civilization” based on male whiteness. Through an investigation of several works in his
oeuvre that span his prolific career, I explore how and why Eastman appeals to the
anxieties of modernity with his reimagining of the polity as unbounded, eco-conscious,
and animistic. Beginning with his recollected narrative of a traditional Santee upbringing
in Indian Boyhood and ending with this last published work, “What the Out-of-Doors
Can Do for Our Children,” I explore how Eastman subverts a world-as-commodity
worldview with his articulation of an alternative world-as-community ideal that
Indigenous histories have substantiated in a multi-generational reality. Tracing the
nostalgic recollection of his earliest work to the forward-thinking assertion of the
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necessity of Indigenous knowledge in his later work reveals the same endurance that
Winnemucca implies, though Eastman is more insistent and explicit.
The third chapter, “Tiny Taps and Noisy Hacks: Zitkala Ša’s Politics of Sound,”
turns to education, more specifically to how sensory experiences based on reciprocal
relations with land inform Indigenous modes of knowledge-making and transmission.
After situating her works within the emergence of the American music industry and its
nativist fears, I consider how Zitkala Ša’s representations of Indigenous soundways serve
as both a critique of colonialism and assertion of ongoing Native relationships to place.
First, I trace the logics of assimilation woven through the carefully controlled pages of
boarding school print culture at the turn of the twentieth century to reveal settler reactions
to the cultural resilience and originary claims in Indigenous song and dance. I follow with
a close reading of her retelling of Dakota legends in Old Indian Legends and explore how
she naturalizes Indigenous interdependence with lands as a form of resistance to
dispossession. A sensory approach to literature, I argue, foregrounds the role of tangible
sensations as vehicles for critiquing the abstractions of colonial ideologies and resisting
their consequences. Turning briefly to her collaboration with William Hanson on the Sun
Dance Opera, I conclude that sound constitutes a crucial component in not only the
material histories of colonial violence but also the ongoing potential for tribal resurgence
and reclamation.
Finally, Chapter Four, “Queering the Waters: The Subversive Potential in E.
Pauline Johnson’s Canoe,” turns to queer ecologies in its interrogation of relations
between colonialism and white heteropatriarchy. In the first section, I provide a historical
overview of Canada’s recreational canoe craze during the late Victorian era and E.

26

Pauline Johnson’s deployment of the watercraft as a feminist tool for asserting
Indigenous self-determination and destabilizing colonial authority. I follow with a close
reading of eco-erotics in her canoe verse, specifically “The Idlers” and “Wave-Won,” to
explore tensions between queer desire and national belonging. Her overlooked outdoor
adventure articles, I argue, further trouble white heteronormative claims to nationhood
while offering a discourse of queer ecology that celebrates fluid, non-normative
relationships between conceptions of nation and nature. I conclude with a discussion of
her transmission of Squamish legends in Legends of Vancouver, wherein she assumes the
role of Indigenous, female story-teller who de-naturalizes patriarchal gender power.
My brief conclusion gestures toward current legal issues and artist-activist efforts
that illustrate the necessity of adopting land-as-community worldviews, respecting
Indigenous land rights, and understanding the process of decolonization. From the Sharp
v. Murphy (previously Carpenter v. Murphy) case still pending in the Supreme Court to
battles over water rights, from systematic attempts at cultural genocide to the ongoing
violence against Indgenous women, policies from the turn of the twentieth century
continue to influence litigation and normalize acts of settler aggression that resonate
across communities both inside and outside of Indian Country.
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CHAPTER 1
TALKING PAPER AND ROUGH TERRAIN: DISPOSSESSION AND RESISTANCE
IN WINNEMUCCA’S WEST
Yes, you, who call yourselves the great civilization; you who have knelt upon Plymouth
Rock, covenanting with God to make this land the home of the free and the brave. Ah,
then you rise from your bended knees and seizing the welcoming hands of those who are
the owners of this land, which you are not, your carbines rise upon the bleak shore, and
your so-called civilization sweeps inland from the ocean wave.
Sarah Winnemucca, Life Among the Piutes: Their Wrongs and Claims
Indigenous peoples’ and arrivants’ responses to settler claims were anything but mere
reactions triggered by presumably original settler initiatives. Instead, responses
mobilized and reconstituted philosophies that they rechanneled into new and ongoing
struggles against settler oppression.
Yael Ben-zvi, Native Land Talk: Indigenous and Arrivant Rights
10
Theories
After enduring relentless land dispossession and suffering under the oppression of
the corrupt Indian Ring, fighting erupted between Bannock, Paiute, and Shoshone tribes
on one side and the US Army backed by a settler militia on the other. In October 1878,
just a month after this brief Bannock War ended, Captain Thomas McGregor wrote a
letter on behalf of Sarah Winnemucca, his interpreter. She had aided the US military in
the conflict as both a scout and interpreter, at times against members of her own tribe, the
Northern Paiutes. He wrote, “She has been constantly in the field,
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In Transit of Empire, Jodi Byrd uses the term “arrivant” in order to “signify those
people forced into the Americas through the violence of European and Anglo-American
colonialism and imperialism around the globe” (xix).
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enduring hardships that strong men succumbed under” (260).11 She included his letter,
among many others, in the appendix to Life Among the Piutes: Their Wrongs and Claims
(1883), a self-narrative that also serves as tribal history and legal deposition. Aware of
the power in colonial print networks, Winnemucca learned how to arm herself with
papers of her own and exercise some degree of control over her representation. As the
granddaughter of a prominent Paiute chief during a period of intense settler migration in
the American west, she also learned to use her multilingualism as leverage within
systems of rapidly shifting power dynamics.12 Her English language literacy gave her
access to colonial discursive networks and an intermittent income, but her alliances also
gained her a traitorous reputation that remains to this day.13
Messy, unstable, and uneven shifts in federal policies related to treaty-making and
Indigenous dispossession fomented inter- and intra- tribal conflicts while settler

11

I follow the language of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples by using the term Indigenous Peoples except in historical contexts that require
the term Indian as it relates to policy and social discourse. In instances other than directly
quoting Winnemucca’s text, I follow the more oft-used spelling Paiute.
12
In her biography Sarah Winnemucca of the Northern Paiutes, Gae Canfield asserts that
the Paiutes “were not a formal political unit” with a single chief, but rather “had smallband leaders, and that they had no sense of being a large, separate tribe in aboriginal
times” (3, 263n1). She notes further that Winnemucca likely recognized the settlers’
need “to communicate with a responsible tribal representative,” so she “gave many the
impression that her father held the honors” (17).
13
Some criticism of Winnemucca generates from her support of the ideologies that
manifested in the Allotment, or Dawes Act of 1887, but she could not have speculated
how disastrous that policy would eventually be, specifically in terms of tribal land loss.
Winnemucca met with Dawes personally and lectured at his home before the act was
passed. In Seeing Red: Anger, Sentimentality, and Indians (Columbus: The Ohio State
University Press, 2008), Cari Carpenter explores Winnemucca’s controversial position
among Paiutes today (93). I find it interesting to note here that Nevada gave a bronze
statue of Winnemucca to the federal government, one of the state’s two representative
statues in D.C.’s National Statuary, where she holds a shellflower in one hand and a book
in the other; also see Carpenter’s “Sarah Winnemucca Goes to Washington” for further
elaboration on Winnemucca’s problematic reputation.
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communities dissented over the best solution to the so-called Indian problem. In her study
of the role of translation within these complex power structures, Carolyn Sorisio points
out that Winnemucca’s life “was defined by migration as she traveled within the rapidly
morphing US and experienced the effects of internal transnationalism, continental
empire, and multiple colonialisms” (36). For Winnemucca to wield influence as a
peripatetic spokesperson for the Paiutes, and Indigenous Peoples more broadly, her
cultural literacy required adaptation to dynamic contexts as she negotiated both temporal
and regional differences.
Yet another type of literacy that McGregor’s letter attests to is what I refer to as
landscape literacy, a more nuanced form of Winnemucca’s resistance that provides the
focus for this chapter. In a rapidly reshaped and reshaping landscape that transformed
with the arrival of Euro-Western settlers and their attendant infrastructure—military
outposts, mining camps, saw-mills, private ranches, stagecoach roads, telegraph lines,
irrigation ditches—Winnemucca’s life was one of constant negotiation among a diverse
network of languages, cultures, and landscapes. In Life Among the Piutes, her
demonstration of these three interdependent literacies accomplishes two goals. First, it
serves as an apologia for her controversial alliances with colonial institutions by
articulating the intellectual and physical efforts she made to secure safety and land for
members of her tribe. As a reminder of this dedication, she closes the book by informing
readers that her tribe has “urged [her] again to come to the East and talk for them, and so
I have come” (246). Second, as Winnemucca argues for the rights of Paiutes to “enjoy
lands in severalty without losing their tribal relations,” she resists colonial geopolitics of
Indigenous dispossession through assertions of the Paiutes’ own unique history as a
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nation. At stake is an assessment of Winnemucca’s strategic recasting of colonial systems
of power grounded in literacy as a form of Indigenous resistance to land dispossession.
Because her influential grandfather had served as a guide and fought for General
John Frémont’s army in the Bear Flag Rebellion of 1846, Winnemucca gained relatively
rare access to an Anglo education and was encouraged to develop fluency with English.
Her first known publication was a letter in 1870 to Major Henry Douglass, Indian
superintendent of the recently claimed and named state of Nevada. Asserting her role as
spokesperson for the Northern Paiutes, she sought aid in keeping “white neighbours. . .
from encroaching on our rights” while asking for “a permanent home” and “the required
advantages of education” for her tribe (qtd. Canfield 61). He was so impressed by her
words—and presumably their alignment with assimilationist ideology—that he sent the
letter to Eli Samuel Parker, Commissioner of Indian Affairs in Washington, where the
letter further circulated in political and publication circles in the east. Harper’s Weekly
wrote an article featuring Winnemucca which opened with a reference to her “very
sagacious letter” (qtd. in Carpenter and Sorisio 40).14 Under the title “An Indian Girl’s
Essay on the Indian Question,” the Chicago Tribune also published the letter in its
entirety. Reformer Helen Hunt Jackson would later publish it in her non-fiction chronicle
of Indian policy injustices titled A Century of Dishonor (1881), a work she sent to every
member of Congress. Though Winnemucca was born before print culture was fully
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In response to the Harper’s Weekly article, the Daily Alto California published a
scathing indictment of Sarah and her family which questioned her authorship of the letter.
Referring to people in the east as “internal noodles,” the article accuses Sarah and other
Paiutes of “being fatted at the fort” when the rest of her tribe “fare[d] badly, as the supply
of dried scalps, grasshoppers and lice had been exhausted” (qtd. Carpenter and Sorisio
41).
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embedded in the American west, she observed its entanglement with daily affairs and
quickly understood how the power of the press and proficiency with English could
influence people to consider Indigenous rights, and perhaps, affect policy.
Living with and working for settler families in the west, along with lecturing and
visiting politicians and reformers in the east, Winnemucca confronted a variety of
strikingly different cultural contexts.15 Her sophisticated awareness of settler cultures was
woven into her performances designed to critique federal Indian law, a point Cari
Carpenter examines in Winnemucca’s strategy “to tailor her humor to her audience”
(“Choking” 2). In her written work, Winnemucca’s narrative registers vary from
sentimental Christian supplicant to sarcastic and indignant accuser, the opening epigraph
providing an example of the latter. In many ways, the aesthetics of Life Among the
Piutes: Their Wrongs and Claims follow the conventions of a slave narrative, likely a
reflection of her white editor, Mary Elizabeth Mann.16 In a departure from these
conventions, however, Winnemucca also presents the text as a legal record of claims, her
title illustrating the text’s intent within colonial legal culture. Her migratory life
encompassed positions that vacillated from privileged Paiute subject to colonial object, a
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For a detailed study of Winnemucca’s adaptability in self-representations depending on
audience expectations, see Newspaper Warrior, Carpenter and Sorision, eds., especially
pp. 44-46.
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For a compelling analysis of common themes and conventions in slave narratives, see
James Olney, “’I Was Born’": Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobiography and as
Literature,” Callaloo, No. 20, winter 1984, pp. 46-73. What might be seen as a defense of
Winnemucca’s creative license in her representation, Olney argues that “exercising
memory, in order that he [sic] may recollect and narrate, the autobiographer is not a
neutral and passive recorder but rather a creative and active shaper” (47).
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duality illustrated in her self-representation as Piute Princess.17 As Catherine Fowler
notes in her preface to the 1994 edition, Winnemucca “was of two worlds, and perhaps
sadly, at home in neither” (4). Despite, or, perhaps because of, her interstitial position,
Winnemucca gained access to a plurality of languages and places. When western
expansion and federal retaliation for the Bannock War divested Northern Paiutes of their
ancestral lands, Winnemucca’s linguistic skills and keen cultural awareness guided her in
composing a text that might influence a sympathetic audience with more legal currency
than she.
In addition to her linguistic and cultural literacies, we can also read for ways in
which Winnemucca articulates a landscape literacy. A contemporary concept associated
with urban planning and residents’ ability “to read the environmental, social, economic,
and political stories embedded in their local landscape,” landscape architect Anne Spirn
argues that landscape literacy can provide “a way to formulate new stories” that enable
residents “to both challenge and work with public officials” (94). Applying this concept
retroactively to a study of rhetorical strategies in Life Among the Piutes reveals how
Winnemucca’s claims to moral intellect, physical endurance, and social adaptability are
tied to a landscape literacy that she develops through both a multi-generational
relationship with a familiar bioregion and an adaptability in negotiating the various
manifestations of settler colonialism within it. By representing herself as a unique
possessor of old stories as well as an adept interpreter of new stories in rapidly
transforming western landscapes, Winnemucca presents a counter-narrative to the
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For more information on Winnemucca’s self-styling as an American Indian Princess
and its possible effects on her credibility, see Joanna Cohan Scherer, “The Public Faces
of Sarah Winnemucca,” Cultural Anthropology, vol. 3., no. 2, May 1988, pp. 178-204.
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colonial paternalism inherent in federal Indian policy and the reservation system of the
late nineteenth century. Her knowledge of the seasonal changes and topography of the
Great Basin, as well as her awareness of the social, economic, and political forces related
to various tribes and settlers who come to inhabit it, render her an invaluable resource for
both Paiutes and the military, many of whom depended on her for survival.
An influential member of the Northern Paiutes during one of the most rapid
contact histories in North America, Sarah Winnemucca remains a controversial figure,
often criticized for her support of the military and perceived advocacy for assimilation.
Gretchen Bataille and Kathleen Mullen assert that Winnemucca’s writing in Life Among
the Piutes “is heavily biased by her acculturated and Christianized viewpoint” (21).
Catherine Fowler also notes Winnemucca’s position on assimilation “has led scholars,
and to a certain degree her own people, to diminish her contributions to Native American
scholarship” (33). In Winnemucca’s defense, Andrew McClure addresses the critics who
fault Winnemucca for being too sympathetic with white culture. He argues that
“perceptions that label writers such as Winnemucca as ‘assimilationist’ tend to construct
a binary of assimilationist/tribal opposition” (30). Cheryl Walker further counters that
“the text itself is outspokenly critical of the assumption that white culture is superior to
the culture of Indians, and it is far from delicate in its condemnation of professing
Christians. Winnemucca did not advocate complete assimilation” (140). More recently,
Cari Carpenter and Carolyn Sorisio have argued that rather than legitimizing dominant
institutions, Winnemucca created a resistant identity, “one crucial to promoting and
conserving a Native community” (29). Having lost many of her own family members in
skirmishes with white settlers, she understood that survival—both personal and tribal—
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depended on her ability to persuade a white audience. Her linguistic and cultural
literacies secured her position as spokesperson and interpreter while an articulation of her
landscape literacy enacts her agency as a woman with trans-generational knowledge of
the changing contours and constructions in the rugged and contested spaces of the
American west. While written words on paper often amounted to broken promises and
dispossession from ancestral lands, Winnemucca’s articulation of her experiential
knowledge and sensory abilities to read and interpret dynamic landscapes becomes
subversive in its challenge to the legally sanctioned land theft of the colonial project.

Multiple Literacies and Alternative Textualities
In addition to its implicit foreignizing of settlers who struggle to adapt and
survive in the rough terrain of the Great Basin, Winnemucca’s demonstrations of land-astext challenge colonizing discourses of dispossession predicated on English language as
the de facto marker of literacy. A requisite for being considered “civilized” and the
means through which treaty negotiations were made, English literacy becomes a colonial
tool for both justifying and codifying land theft. Within this colonizing paradigm, reading
and writing become manifestations of literacy and serve as “convenient terms through
which other forms of raced, classed, ethnic, national, or regional undesirability could be
tacitly invoked as grounds for inclusion in or exclusion from American life” (Bevilacqua
1118). By turning away from a zero-sum assumption that alphabetic text is the only way
to read and record knowledge, we can appreciate the robust literary and intellectual
histories of diverse Indigenous communities throughout the Western hemisphere, both
before and after colonial contact.
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Over the last few decades, several scholars have sought to unmoor alphabetic
literacy’s colonial anchorings. One approach is to lay bare imperial campaigns to destroy
Indigenous texts and languages. In Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism,
Craig Womack argues that Spanish conquistadores’ book burning of Mayan codices was
an “illiteracy campaign, sponsored by the group claiming to be the most literate” (13).
Another approach is to interrogate conceptions of what constitutes writing within a
matrix of generating, recording, and exchanging knowledge. To that end, Birgit Brander
Rasmussen has analyzed the decolonizing potential in exploring “the inter-animation
between alphabetism and indigenous forms of writing” (7). Elaborate winter counts—
ongoing pictographic narratives on buffalo hides—and wampum belts (discussed further
in chapter four) are but two examples within a deep and diverse history of Indigenous
texts.18 A third approach that follows this recalibration in conceptions of what constitutes
writing is a consideration of alternative textualities and, concomitantly, literacies. Making
an explicit connection between land and literacy, Stephanie Fitzgerald and Hilary Wyss
argue that
Stories, songs, and even words attach themselves to landscape features,
recounting their narratives to those who are able to "hear" or "read" them. The
literary concerns of Native studies thus are profoundly political—as land and
language intersect, the exercise of political, intellectual, and cultural sovereignties
as well as tribal nations' relationships with settler governments are all to be
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For a more developed study of Pre-Columbian Indigenous civilizations and textualities,
see also Charles Mann’s 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus
(Vantage, 2006).
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understood through a careful and nuanced reading of a variety of textualities.
(241)
As a reader and interpreter of landscapes, Winnemucca establishes a relationship with the
land that is charged with political implications. A significant part of her critique of
colonialism and resistance to settler attempts to steal land and displace Indigenous
Peoples can be found in this subtext of Life Among the Piutes. Beneath the details of her
self-narrative lies an assertion of her ability to hear and read landscape features that
settlers either fail to see or cannot interpret. In this sense, she exposes a landscape
illiteracy and dependence in the very people who seek to dispossess tribal nations and
render them dependent wards. In sum, she deploys a kind of “reverse discourse” and
flips the master script of colonization.19
Like languages, landscapes consist of marks and traces that are always embedded
with cultural meaning. To read the landscape becomes an exercise in not only memory,
but also interpretation, an aptitude for making predictions based on the sensory spoor—
both literal and figurative—that one can detect and decode. The construction and
proliferation of settler spaces in the nineteenth century American west rendered
landscapes of the Great Basin an increasingly-layered palimpsest, subject to persistent
and significant changes. The latter chapters of Life Among the Piutes are almost dizzying
with their descriptions of western topography transformed by sites of settler contact.
Winnemucca takes care to infuse her narrative with temporal markers and colonial place
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I am playing here with Foucault’s concept of “reverse” discourse in The History of
Sexuality, Vol. 1 (Random House, 1978). By example, he explains that “homosexuality
began to speak in its own behalf, to demand that its legitimacy or ‘naturality’ be
acknowledged, often in the same vocabulary, using the same categories by which it was
medically disqualified” (101).
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names, often providing the dates of dangerous journeys and the number of hours
travelled between specific geographic sites.20 At times she represents herself as bettersuited to the terrain in essentialist terms, claiming that “Indians, who knew how to track a
trail, would do better at such business than white men, who do not know how to find a
trail of anything” (93). On more than one occasion, she rejects the conventions of
Victorian propriety—undergirded by heteropatriarchy—by insisting a male escort will
only slow her down on these urgent journeys. In McGregor’s 1878 letter, with which I
open the chapter, he testifies to her endurance “in the field,” a recognition of her ability to
intervene and survive among various warring styles in mountainous terrain. Her
recirculation of his letter in Life Among the Piutes informs readers of her resilience as a
formidable woman who can master both language and landscape.
While Winnemucca presents herself in terms that challenge Anglo gender norms,
she also parlays her physical strength and Paiute identity into a claim for territorial
primacy and a reminder of the traditional ecological knowledge of the tribal collective.
According to environmental philosopher Martin Drenthen, readings of the landscape “not
only reflect a specific ethical relation to the landscape but are also utterly bound to
notions of personal identity and sense of place” (225). For seasonally nomadic tribes
whose physical and cultural survival depended on inherited and experienced narratives of
places and practices, landscapes were rich in both memories and materials. When we
understand the landscape as a “contextually rich medium composed of a diversity of
cultures and complex social processes, layers of visible history and hidden narratives,”
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we can better appreciate how Winnemucca lays claim to these hidden narratives while
writing her own (Blankenship 1). Yet, she balances that deep history with an awareness
of current colonial contexts when she tells the reader that, while fleeing pursuit by three
white men and entering a settlement, “she knew everybody on that road” (231). In short,
the Great Basin, with its proliferation of man-made structures and human inhabitants, is
still her neighborhood.
Though the book contains some conventions of slave narrative and
autobiography, Life Among the Piutes also records and presents a tribal history. Because
her earliest years witnessed the first signs of settler-colonial contact in the West as the
discovery of gold and silver in the Sierra beckoned more and more fortune-hunters, her
written historical account reveals Indigenous reactions to the transformation of their
native landscapes into contentious contact zones (fig. 1).21 Miners established settlements
in traditional pine-nut gathering areas, and points of access to fishing became sites of
violence. She opens the book with the arrival of settlers around 1844, when General John
Frémont’s expedition initiated cross-cultural contact. She describes how “they came like
a lion, yes, like a roaring lion, and have continued so ever since, and I have never
forgotten their first coming,” her anglicized simile subtly illustrating to readers her
awareness of imperial histories while reminding them of her originary position in the
American west (5). To make this point more explicit, she follows with an oral rendition
of her grandfather Truckee’s origin story, a tradition that establishes the newly arrived
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Mary Louis Pratt introduced the term “contact zone” as the keynote speaker at the
Modern Language Association in 1991. She describes these zones as “social spaces
where cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly
asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they
lived out in many parts of the world today.”
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Figure 1.1: Comstock Lode Silver Mine in Virginia City, Nevada. Circa 1860.
Winnemucca, along with her father and sister, performed here in 1864.
emigrant settlers as people to be welcomed as “white brothers,” though many members of
the Paiutes—including her own father, as well as other neighboring tribes—resented this
encroachment which was all-too-often tainted with deception and violence. Her fortyyear account begins with the Paiutes on the western fringes of colonial expansion (near
present day Nevada-California border) and ends with their continued suffering in a
formidable reservation space in Yakima, Washington Territory, after their forced
removal.
Composed after years of lecturing and performing in both east and west, the
production of Life Among the Piutes was largely a response to Winnemucca’s 1880 visit
to Washington D.C. and the unfulfilled promise of Interior Secretary Carl Schurz to
release Paiutes from Yakima and allow their return to the “well watered and timbered”
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Malheur reservation (247). During a return visit east in 1883, she found sympathetic
reformers in Boston, where Elizabeth Peabody shared Winnemucca’s story with John
Greenleaf Whittier, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, among others
(Canfield 201). The text weaves together personal stories, historical accounts, tribal
legends, and tenuous legislation as Winnemucca defends her actions, humanizes her tribe,
and exposes government corruption. As an interpreter and translator, Winnemucca
presents lengthy monologues from people she encounters, especially the sub-chiefs who
require aid in negotiating with reservation agents, thus integrating orature into the
narrative. The multi-vocal text penetrates and subverts nineteenth century stereotypes of
“the savage” by contrasting Paiute worldviews with those who profess Christianity, one
of the primary focuses of her derision. Like many Indigenous authors of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, she often satirizes the savage/civilized binary
upon which colonization depended.22
My reading of Winnemucca’s deft deployment of multiple literacies begins with
her critique of the English language, particularly in the materiality of written texts as
duplicitous components of the colonial project’s claim to Indigenous lands. I begin by
analyzing how the word “paper” (a word that appears more than sixty times in the text)
comes to signify these morally suspect discursive networks of colonialism.
Winnemucca’s sustained focus on paper, in its many forms—letters, newspapers, treaties,
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In Andrew McClure’s discussion on Winnemucca’s interrogation of the savagecivilized binary, he considers how Winnemucca appropriated Christian discourse in her
writing to convince the reader of her tribe’s civilized nature while also catering to white
audience’s desire to consume images of the “Noble Savage,” a fetish which Winnemucca
satisfied, perhaps most obviously, with her attire and participation in tableau vivants
when she toured with other Paiutes.
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petitions, bibles, and playing cards—becomes an indictment of the material’s
unreliability. As vehicles for the written word, papers become manipulated objects of
suspicion and English literacy becomes imperative in resisting colonial exploitation. As
her narrative subverts the readers’ ontological certainty in Christianity and the English
language as bedrocks of civilization, she presents an alternative literacy based on a
sophisticated, multi-sensory relationship with landscapes. After studying Winnemucca’s
various representations of the written word as a tool for Indigenous dispossession, I
follow with an investigation of her demonstrations of landscape literacy as an assertion of
both mobility and territorial emplacement. A source of existential value and originary
positionality, the landscape becomes an alternative text and her mastery in reading it a
skill that constitutes an act of Indigenous resistance.

“Yet, it is nothing but a rag”: Tracing Paper through Life Among the Piutes
Arguments over systems of currency and capitalistic structures of convertible value
figured significantly in the national discourse of the late nineteenth century. Fiat money
was simply a representation of value, mere paper, whereas the precious metals in and
around the Great Basin contained intrinsic worth. Winnemucca almost certainly heard
the debates of the Silverites who opposed the gold standard and denounced the Coinage
Act of 1873, which disallowed the free coinage of silver, as a crime. What the gold bugs
and silverites had in common was a distrust in the value of paper money. Tracing paper
and its material worth throughout the pages in Life Among the Piutes reveals
Winnemucca’s distrust in paper’s value and the verity of what it purports to represent, but
for different, or, at least, corollary, reasons. The Indian Appropriations Act of 1871 only
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amplified the futility of paper-as-promise when Congress terminated the practice of
making treaties, promising to uphold those made prior to that date—a commitment often
broken. The legislation also denied recognition of tribal nations’ sovereignty by declaring
that “no Indian nation or tribe within the territory of the United States shall be
acknowledged or recognized as an independent nation, tribe, or power.” As linchpins in
settler material culture and land accumulation, alphabetic texts in Life Among the Piutes
often constitute hegemonic markers of colonial compliance or complicity as they control
the mobility, or lack thereof, of Indigenous bodies.
What complicates the narrative’s repeated suspicion of the potential value of
paper is Winnemucca’s decision to frame her own written text with various documents.23
The collection of letters in the appendix illustrates Winnemucca’s defense of her efforts
on behalf of the Paiutes as well as a defense of her own character, which had been
defamed by angry agents and in various serial publications accusing her of being prone to
adultery, drunkenness, and brawling.24 Her editor Mary Mann’s voice frames the work
with a call to readers to sign a Congressional petition “in the hope that it will help to
shape aright the new Indian policy” (247). As a petitional text, Winnemucca’s narrative
must navigate “the inherent tensions between deference and subversion: petitions must
explicitly defer to hegemonic power while the writers present themselves as possessors of
knowledge to which those in power are oblivious” (Ben-zvi 65). For Winnemucca, this
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For a comprehensive study of Winnemucca’s representation in the press, see Carpenter
and Sorisio, Newspaper Warrior. As an example, Agent W.V. Rinhart had accused
Winnemucca or “adulterous and drunken habits” as a means to discredit her exposure of
his corruption (45).
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knowledge relates to the human worth and acculturative capabilities of the Paiutes which
is “now diminished by its sufferings and wrongs to one-third of its original number”
while many members of the Paiute nation remain imprisoned and separated from their
families at the Yakima reservation (247). Despite doubts over the power of paper to
affect real and lasting change for people outside of dominant white culture, Winnemucca
understood its potential. As she exposes the uncertain and ephemeral value of paper as a
“rag’” with written words of dubious, even dangerous power, the primary purpose of Life
Among the Piutes ironically depends on that very power.
I identify three forms of paper creating a framework of Indigenous
dispossession—letters, as markers of colonial compliance or complicity; bibles, as
exclusionary codes of Christian capitalism; and signed agreements, as records of
exploitative accumulation. An indication of oppressive colonial power and its attendant
hierarchies, letters constructed social categories of outsider status which determined not
only safety but also access to land and resources. For members of a suddenly subaltern
class whose ancestral lands were claimed by settlers who viewed them as sub-human and
hostile, a letter of identity enabled mobility and helped ensure survival. In her opening
chapter, Winnemucca describes her grandfather, Truckee, “chief of the entire Paiute
nation,” as almost childlike in his naïve devotion to his “white brothers” and their way of
life. Truckee’s return from the Mexican American War introduces the complex agency in
colonial letters as he shares the material proof that he fought for Major John Frémont’s
1846 expedition to force Mexicans from the Sacramento Valley. This celebratoryseeming letter of identity from Frémont achieves an almost eroticized anthropomorphic
status as an object of obsession for Truckee as he refers to it as his “rag friend” on several
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occasions. Winnemucca describes how “he then showed us a wonderful thing . . . It was
a paper, which he said could talk to him . . . he would talk to it, and talk with it.” Her
grandfather explained that the paper “can talk to all our white brothers, and our white
sisters, and their children . . .the paper can travel like the wind . . . and it can go talk”
(18). Though Truckee perceives a communicative union with the letter, its intended
readers are other settlers, thereby relegating Truckee to a colonial object peripheral to the
power structures of English language literacy. As a representation of Truckee’s
complicity in colonial projects, the letter confers trust upon him among contentious sites
of settlement.
But the mobility gained is complicated by the rag’s circumscriptive relationship to
Truckee and underscores his loss of power in his dependence upon it. By delineating his
allegiance to Frémont and the military, Truckee accepts his categorical positioning within
colonial hierarchies. With words that come to constitute Truckee’s identity, the paper also
talks for him. Winnemucca describes his devotion to the paper as a metonymic extension
of settler society as she records his speech:
"Just as long as I live and have that paper which my white brothers' great chieftain
has given me, I shall stand by them, come what will." He held the paper up
towards heaven and kissed it, as if it was really a person. "Oh, if I should lose
this," he said, "we shall all be lost.” (22)
As a marker of identity, the rag friend grants Truckee protection and mobility in an
increasingly hostile landscape as it also represents his tribe’s continual loss and
dispossession, a fact to which he is keenly aware. Despite Truckee’s characterization as
naïve and almost childlike in his devotion to settler society, his skills in scouting and war
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suggest mental and physical capacities that belie such a reductive representation. In his
attempts to minimize further loss, he accepts his compliance with the colonial project and
navigates the power structures and struggles therein, his actions and reactions the result
of careful consideration. As Cari Carpenter points out, while the paper “carries with it a
history of his relations with whites . . . [it] is powerless without Truckee’s wise
management of its distribution” (Seeing 99). In this sense, the letter’s efficacy relies on
Truckee’s awareness of new and shifting political alliances. While leading members of
his family to Stockton, California, Truckee sees Mexicans and states, “I am not going to
show them my rag friend for fear my rag friend will tell of me” (28). Though it can
endanger him and his people, the rag also secures passage, food, and clothing as
resources became increasingly depleted. The written words upon the paper come to
signify the colonial paternalism that landscape literacy can unsettle.
By the time of Truckee’s death in 1860, settler colonization of the American west
limited mobility for the Paiutes while the reservation system—enforced by an oftencorrupt or inept group of men who gained power through the inherent injustices of the
spoils system—sought to enclose and manage Indigenous bodies as laboring, dependent
wards. Though the Bureau of Indian Affairs requested the government demarcate land
and water boundaries for the Reservation of Pyramid and Muddy Lakes as early as 1859,
federal recognition remained unclear until President Grant issued an executive order in
1874. Despite attempts by Nevada governor James W. Nye to keep settlers off
reservation lands, by the time the Central Pacific railroad arrived in 1867, squatters had
taken over Muddy Lake and significant portions of land for cattle grazing and mining
camps. Deprived of their ancestral fishing source, many Paiutes were starving.
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Winnemucca records how one of the sub-agents at Pyramid Lake illegally sold gun
powder to a Paiute who, at the hands of another agent, ends up dead for the infraction.
She finds members of her tribe on the brink of escalating violence when a letter arrives
from Captain Jerome of the 8th Calvary, ordering her and her brother Natches to come
meet him. Describing the exchange with members of her tribe as they ask her to decode
and reciprocate a communication, she describes their urgent and collaborative efforts:
I had no ink to write with. My people all gathered round me waiting for me to tell
them something. I did not say anything. They could not wait any longer. They
asked me what the paper said. I said, "The soldiers are coming; the officer wants
me and my brother to see them at our place." At that time, brother and I had a
place on the reservation.
They said, "Oh, it is too bad that he went off this morning; you and he might be
the means of saving us. Can you speak to them on paper?" I said, "I have nothing
to write with. I have no ink. I have no pen." They said, "Oh, take a stick, – take
anything. Until you talk on that paper we will not believe you can talk on paper."
I said, "Make me a stick with a sharp point, and bring me some fish's blood."
They did as I told them. (82)
Finding herself bereft of the conventional tools for alphabetic writing, Winnemucca
fulfills her role as tribal speaker and conveys her message of conciliation to nearby
authorities. This act becomes significant in several ways. While it is collaborative as she
and others gather materials to participate in the epistolary exchange, it also secures
Winnemucca’s position of power within the tribe. Using materials drawn from the
familiar landscape, Winnemucca reimagines the act of writing in ways that exercise what
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Daniel Wildcat (Muscogee) calls Indigenous ingenuity, of indigenuity, “the ability to
solve pressing issues [with] Earth-based local indigenous deep spatial knowledge” (48).
With the capability to “talk” on paper and her quick adaptability—her words recorded
with the blood of a fish, likely the cui-cui, a prehistoric sucker fish endemic to Pyramid
Lake—Winnemucca assumes the communicative power once reserved for her
grandfather. Without a mediating “rag friend,” she gains agency as a direct speaking and
writing subject who can engage in communicative union with the letter’s writer. Though
her letter prevents immediate violence, she must obey the writer’s command and report to
the captain as her tribe still starves, a reminder of the growing divide in power and
scarcity of resources.
Increasingly aware of paper’s ability to symbolize compliance or complicity with
colonial settler institutions, Winnemucca and other Indigenous scouts used letters from
military officials to guarantee safety in their movements among hostile settlers and
militias during the Bannock War. As alliances were slippery and unstable, the
government issued orders for all Paiutes who had been at the Malheur reservation to be
removed to the Yakima Reservation, forcing tribal members of all ages to travel two
hundred and fifty mountainous miles in brutal winter weather, many “ruthlessly
separated” from their families and several dying along the way (247). Those who
survived were met by a corrupt agent, Reverend James Wilbur, who learned well how to
profit from their labor. Determined to fight for the release of the Paiutes, Winnemucca
secured a letter from Interior Secretary Schurz promising the remaining fifty-three
prisoners were “at liberty” to return to Malheur, “live among the whites,” or stay as they
chose (224). When Winnemucca returned to Yakima, she cautiously “armed [herself]
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with letters,” before seeking to persuade Wilbur that he must release them. She informs
the reader that he bribed her to keep the letter a secret (offering her fifty dollars and a
position as interpreter) and announced he received no such word from Schurz, who would
later deny having written it. Winnemucca includes the text of this controversial letter in
her book, a rhetorical choice predicated on the hope that written promises might still hold
some legal currency when redistributed through colonial print networks.
In concluding Life Among the Piutes, Winnemucca makes a heightened series of
pleas to readers, asking them to “talk for us” as she is “pleading for God and humanity”
(244). She includes a letter she had written to the new Secretary of the Interior (Schurz
had been replaced by Samuel Kirkwood) which remains unanswered when G.P.
Putnum’s Sons of New York published the work in 1883, Schurz’s promise to release the
tribe yet unfulfilled. Though her request for land “well watered and well timbered . .
.where they can live in severalty without losing their tribal relations” would be at least
partially answered by the Dawes Allotment Act of 1887, Winnemucca realized too late
that the policy would have devastating effects in terms of losses both geographic and
cultural.
While a letter constitutes an irreproducible marker of identity or promise within
the material culture of colonialism, paper—as the conduit for the written words in the
bible—also becomes a vehicle for the religious ideology of American exceptionalism.
The “law of Christendom” undergirding the Doctrine of Discovery and re-codified in
Tennessee v. Forman (1835) declared that “discovery gave title to assume sovereignty
over, and to govern the unconverted natives of Africa, Asia, and North and South
America” (qtd. in Kivel). In their representation in Life Among the Piutes, bibles are
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mere props for the performance of Christian morality and just another tool for Indian
agents to justify their positions of power. Though Truckee requests his rag-friend be
placed on his breast when he is buried, some accounts suggest he also requested to be
buried with the bible that Frémont had given him. Whether this request was made or not,
Winnemucca does not include it in her account of his death. When she does refer to
bibles, she refers to the hypocrisy of Christian agents who are prone to be “a preacher
with a bottle in one pocket and a Bible in the other” (qtd. in Canfield 226).25 She
frequently italicizes the word “Christian” throughout Life Among the Piutes, often using
the word to sarcastically describe agents whose behavior reveals their claim to
Christianity as little more than a normative regulation that secures dominance.
To further problematize the savage-civilized binary and illustrate the civilizing
limits of English language literacy, Winnemucca interrogates the difference in the
performance of morality, as represented in the material possession of the bible held in
one hand, against the inherited practice of morality encoded in tribal customs. Her second
chapter presents an ethnography of the Northern Paiutes and underscores their peaceful
nature as an independent nation with a unique history, thereby presenting a written record
that subverts the epistemic violence in colonial attempts to erase Indigenous histories.
Her description of the Paiute language invites a cross-cultural comparison connecting
language to morality: “Indians do not swear,—they have no words for swearing till they
learn them of white men. The worst they call each other is bad or coyote; but they are
very sincere with one another, and if they think each other in the wrong they say so” (45).
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From an open letter Winnemucca wrote to the San Francisco Morning Call, 22 Feb. 22
1885); printed in Canfield’s Sarah Winnemucca of the Northern Paiutes, 226.
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Here she provides one of the few places in Life Among the Piutes that makes the
incommensurability of translation visible, a subversive move that employs what
Lawrence Venuti has called the foreignizing method of translation, a form of resistance.26
Such an instability calls on the readers to consider the ontological determinations of
language while exposing the “impurity” of the dominant language. After suggesting the
moral superiority of the Paiutes in linguistic terms, she challenges gendered constructions
of political processes, explaining “the women know as much as the men do, and their
advice is often asked. . . we have a republic as well as you” (53). In drawing a
comparison between the council-tent and Congress, in which the council tent is more
inclusive, Winnemucca implies that effective systems of governing can consist of
inclusive verbal communication based on knowledge and mutual respect rather than, or,
at least, in addition to, written records that foreclose and exclude.
By using the dominant discourse of Western political thought in her delineation of
Paiute practices, Winnemucca creates a “fusion of horizons” and appeals to a moral
universality in conceptions of what it right and just.27 Her critique of greed and
conspiracy among reservation agents exposes the confluence of settler Christianity and
predatory capitalism. This corrupted civilization becomes manifest in agents Major W.V.
Rinehart at Malheur and, later, Reverend James Wilbur at Yakima. According to
Winnemucca, the tribe was happy under the management of the original agent, Samuel
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Parrish, but President Grant’s so-called Peace Policy (1868), a plan rife with
“incoherence in its formulation and implementation” forced Parrish to leave (Sim 243).
In Life Among the Piutes, Winnemucca explains that because Parrish “was not a
Christian, and all the reservations were to be under the Christian men’s care,” he was
replaced by Rinehart (118). Though Grant ostensibly called for peaceful relations in the
west, David Sim describes the policy’s calculated enactment of the ward/guardian
relationship:
This was a belief in the necessity of convincing Native American tribes of their
ultimate dependency, and on this ground the majority of white actors concurred.
The Grant years, then, witnessed a didactic performance on the part of
government agents, evangelical missionaries and Army officials to make clear
that the government’s paternal benevolence was contingent on deference to the
ends of white westward expansion. (244)
While Rinehart fostered this paternalism, he also rendered the reservation a space where
Paiutes were merely a group of laboring bodies, a means to his profitable end.28
Winnemucca describes her impatience with “men who are almost born with the Bible in
their hand,” as the book comes to symbolize a perverted abstraction of colonial power.
She later describes an encounter with an agent’s wife who “had a Bible with her. Ah! ah!
What do you think the Bible was? Why it was a pack of cards. She would sit every day
and play cards with men, and every evening, too.” (223). Though she avoids directly
addressing accusations made against her regarding her own alleged gambling (which had

28

For a more detailed discussion of Rinehart’s tumultuous relationship with
Winnemucca, see Gae Canfield’s Sarah Winnemucca of the Northern Paiutes.
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been a topic of newspaper articles), Winnemucca plays to the values of her readers who
might find such a complete conflation of civilized Christian morality and depraved
materiality at least a bit jarring.29 While letters of colonial compliance symbolized
Indigenous loss and were circumscriptive in their communicative value, bibles—or even
an object that only appears to be a bible—were unilateral in their authorization of
colonial status.
While Winnemucca represents bibles as exclusionary texts and tools of
dispossession, records of accumulation often required tribal signatures. As reservation
agents increasingly used threats and deception to profit from Indigenous labor and
subsequent harvests, language literacy was an essential skill in navigating the exchange
of paper and signatures. Because few Paiutes were literate in English, their signature
often consisted of an X-mark, a product of modernity Anishinaabe scholar Scott Richard
Lyons calls “a sign of consent in a context of coercion” (Lyons 1). Winnemucca presents
a series of incidents involving the agents’ exploitation of Paiutes through a duplicitous
garnering of their signatures. When an agent presented a paper that demanded a heavy tax
on grain and hay, a sub-chief refused to put his hand to the pen saying, “I am sick and
tired of your lies, and I won’t sign any paper” (88). In response, the agent took the sub-
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According to Canfield’s biography, Winnemucca claimed to be Methodist and familiar
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Winnemucca Hopkins, Print Culture, and Collaboration,” J19, vol. 5, no.1, spring 2017,
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chief’s wagon and told him to leave the reservation.30 In another instance, under the
pretense of acquiring goods for the desperate Paiutes, a reservation minister deceived the
head men of the tribe into signing a paper that required the removal of Sarah’s brother
Natchez, whom he viewed as a threat to his authority. Winnemucca writes, “Of course,
they did not know any better; they put their names to the paper and signed their chief
away!” (89). Another sub-chief, her cousin Captain Bill, refused to give up most of his
wheat despite the oft-used threats that he would lose his wagon and that the Great Father
in Washington demanded it. Soon after, another sub-chief decides to conceal his grain
harvest and refuse to offer his signature, saying:
I can’t keep up with the white people. They think it right to steal all they can
while they are with us. And I am going to do another thing; I am going to quit
signing any paper, for I don’t know what I have been signing these twenty-two
years. (95)
Agreements and treaties were carefully managed by government officials who maintained
records authorizing accumulation. To present a palatable narrative for settler society,
Indian agents like Rinehart often bribed tribal members to produce false accounts for
newspaper readers’ consumption. While the collection of coerced signatures and
fraudulent agreements provided the means to garner capital, fabricated descriptions in the
press misled the public by misrepresenting the federal and local management of Indian
Affairs.
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As a mediator within a discursive constellation of Paiutes, settlers, reformers,
soldiers, and agents, Winnemucca was in a fraught position from which pleasing all
parties was impossible. The English language, in its various material manifestations,
becomes a vehicle for Indigenous dispossession. Realizing that English language literacy
was not enough to resist the colonial oppression around her, Winnemucca also claims a
landscape literacy that implies territorial primacy and Indigenous adaptability. In
resistance to various policies designed to steal lands within a guardian/ward paradigm,
she uses the colonizer’s language to articulate the Paiutes’ independent nationhood and
communicative union with landscapes, multi-layered texts that remain unseen and
unknown to the newly arrived colonizers’ complete understanding.

“You Know This Country Better”: Winnemucca’s Landscape Literacy
Landscape literacy, like language literacy, is a context-sensitive set of skills that
develop over time and include significant political dimensions. For Winnemucca,
landscape literacy was a dynamic composite of multi-generational Paiute knowledge and
her own experiential applications of that knowledge in a place “that must be constantly
renegotiated in the face of changes that arrive from without and within, some benign,
others potentially ruinous” (Nixon 18). The interconnected ecosystems of the Great
Basin—a region named by the same Frémont who gave Truckee his “rag friend”—
become a living text richly woven through with Indigenous interactions from time
immemorial. The knowledge gained from the interdependence of humans and their morethan-human natural environments becomes transgenerational. According to Melissa
Nelson (Chippewa), Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is “native science [that]
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holds the memories, observations, stories, understandings, insights and practices for how
to follow the natural laws of a particular place” (Nelson 12). Just as the practice of
English language literacy creates hierarchies in its exclusivity, so does Winnemucca’s
landscape literacy foreclose a settler colonial logic-of-belonging in asserting land claims.
At the same time, her self-narrative unsettles the expansionist logic of the frontier as a
proving ground for white masculinity when she represents herself as uniquely fit for
navigating the terrain. With the largest area of contiguous endorheic watersheds in North
America, the Great Basin’s fresh water supply becomes increasingly important with the
influx of livestock, especially the horses required for swift transportation. As a skilled
equestrian in this rough terrain, Winnemucca often records the hundreds of miles she
covers in the space of a few short days, thereby laying claim to the mythic visions of the
rugged west in addition to her implications of territorial primacy.
Winnemucca spent her early years with the Northern Paiutes who called
themselves the Numa, or, “people.” They were a seasonably nomadic tribe in the regions
of present-day western Nevada, northeastern California, and southern Oregon.
Accustomed to physical vigor and sensible to seasonal change, Paiute women “were
accustomed to travelling miles each day to the sources of the foods as they came in
season,” and single families could travel for days without seeing other Numa (Canfield
4). Connections to landscapes were both solitary and collective as an ecological
awareness of seasons organized ontological orientations in temporal and spatial terms.
Survival among snow-covered mountains towering over vast expanses of alkali and
sagebrush-covered swaths of desert required an intimate, often inherited, knowledge of
its contours. In addition to consistent and commonplace physical activity that accompany
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a sessional food cycle, gathering and harvesting also requires observation to detail and
memory, a connection to food that enables specific types of cognitive acuity and a
dedication to wellness.
Winnemucca describes these tribally-specific cultural connections to landscape
through her record of Paiute customs in the second chapter in Life Among the Piutes, a
reminder of the tribe’s land-centered philosophies. As a narrator who is both inside and
outside of the ethnographic account (a tension illustrated in her locative preposition
among in the work’s title), Winnemucca shifts to present tense for this chapter, a marked
difference from the remainder of her narrative that primarily deploys the past tense of a
legal deposition.31 This narrative immediacy illustrates what Malea Powell has called a
“rhetorics of survivance (survival = resistance) that transforms [Indigenous Peoples’]
object-status within colonial discourse into a subject-status, a presence instead of an
absence” (400). Winnemucca reminds readers that the Paiutes are not relegated to a
vanishing past—they have been constitutive of a transnational tribal mosaic for
generations. To illustrate Paiute bonds to landscapes, she explains how naming,
maturation, and courtship practices derived from the flora and fauna of the bioregion.
Winnemucca, whose Paiute name was Thocmetony, or Shell Flower, explains, “we
would all go in company to see if the flowers we were named for were yet in bloom, for
almost all girls are named for flowers” (46). The blooming of flowers becomes a shared,
somatic experience for Paiute girls as they wait for the Flower Festival in order to “show
your sweetheart your flower.” As the full embodiment of the flower, each girl sings of
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herself, “but she is not a girl anymore,--she is a flower singing” (47). These intimate
connections and identifications with more-than-human life nourish a reflexive
understanding and conceptualization of self as inextricably bound to the landscape. In
Forrest Clingerman’s study of environmental hermeneutics, he posits that “we are
challenged to think about thinking when we are emplaced in place” and “we understand
human embodiment in light of our experience and conceptualization of place” (250). The
Paiutes’ transgenerational participation in these culturally constructed ecological
encounters presents a hermeneutics of landscape in which Paiute girls can play and
partake in their own sexual identities.
While this ritual for Paiute girls’ maturation collapses the boundaries between
human corporeality and more-than-human nature, the ritual for boys depends on killing
large game in order to provide sustenance for their family. Some men, like
Winnemucca’s father, gained social status as animal shamans who could “capture” and
“charm” certain game animals (55). Her narrative also reveals how harvesting meat
involves complex, collective tribal practices and intimate connections with the natural
environment. After explaining that “antelopes move in herds in the winter and as late in
the spring as April,” Winnemucca describes how, at seasonally-appropriate times, certain
members of the tribe accompanied her father to build a camp and construct mounds that
serve as traps. These elaborate hunting practices lasted for days and would necessitate
physical activity, collaboration, patience, and observation. Developing ongoing
relationships with not only landscapes, but also foods that derive from them, nourishes a
mentality of gratitude and mindful consumption. The Paiutes’ interdependence and
sustainable relations with landscapes are sources of strength that become liabilities with
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colonial contact’s enactment of land dispossession followed by the paternalism of
enclosed reservation spaces. But these relations also provide Traditional Ecological
Knowledge and can be leveraged to underscore Paiutes’ rights to land in terms both
somatic and epistemological that challenge ideologies of colonial supremacy.
As a counter-narrative to paternalist logic, Winnemucca opens Life Among the
Piutes with a description of settlers who arrived as foreigners, unfamiliar with and illadapted to the saw-toothed topography and snowy climate of the mountain range now
named the Sierra Nevada. She interrogates the savage stereotype by recalling their initial
influx during the silver and gold rush years and her tribe’s compassionate and communal
response to their arrival:
That same fall, the emigrants kept coming. It was this time that our white brothers
first came amongst us. They could not get over the mountains, so they had to live
with us. It was on Carson River, where the great Carson City stands now. You call
my people bloodseeking. My people did not seek to kill them, nor did they steal
their horses,--no, no, far from it. During the winter my people helped them. They
gave them such as they had to eat. They did not hold out their hands and say:-“You can’t have anything to eat unless you pay me.”
No, --no such word was used by us savages at that time; and the persons I am
speaking of are living yet; they could speak for us if they choose to do so (10).
Here, Winnemucca achieves three forms of resistance. First, she presents the Paiutes as
guardians to the settlers. Second, she challenges the civilized-savage binary that enacted
disavowals of colonial violence as justifiable. Third, she reminds settlers of their
emigrant positioning within the national narrative. To further trouble and even invert this
binary logic, she recounts how “our mothers told us that the whites are killing everybody
and eating them” as horrific accounts of the Donner-Reed Party reached the tribe when
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Winnemucca was only about two years old (11).32 Through her narration of these points
of cultural contact, both first-hand experience and second-hand narrative, Winnemucca
reminds readers of the Paiutes’ pre-contact ability to not only survive independently but
also to extend compassion to invading settlers who became dependent on her tribe’s
sufficiency and benevolence.
In addition to developing harvesting systems, landscape literacy also entails
geospatial memory. Recalling a childhood memory of the tribe’s fleeing from the arrival
of unknown settlers, Winnemucca describes how she felt too frightened to run, so her
mother and aunt decided to bury her and her cousin and come back for them when the
threat passed. She tells of being buried alive, with “sage brushes over our faces to keep
the sun from burning them” (11). Instructed not to make a noise for fear she would be
discovered and eaten by someone or something, Winnemucca and her cousin stay still
and silent until after nightfall. In the dark, where time feels almost palpable, she hears
the whispers of her mother who locates the traumatized girls. From an early age, she
understood that reading, remembering, and tracking through landscapes equated to
survival. Her literal immersion into the landscape asks readers to reconsider assumptions
of settler entitlement to Indigenous homelands and to confront the violence of territorial
expansion.
Despite her brief account of tribal practices pre-contact, most of Winnemucca’s
self-narrative serves as a testament to the rapid changes in the landscape during colonial
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contact and settlement. As the Paiutes’ traditional places for harvesting become
contested sites for gathering resources, Winnemucca’s father arranges a plan for the tribe:
Let us keep away from the emigrant roads and stay in the mountains all summer.
There are to be a great many pine-nuts this summer, and we can lay up great
supplies for the coming winter, and if the emigrants don’t come too early, we can
take a run down and fish for a month, and lay up dried fish. I know we can dry a
great many in a month, and young men can go into the valleys on hunting
excursions, and kill as many rabbits as they can. In that way we can live in the
mountains all summer and all winter too (15).
Through her emphasis on the Paiutes’ desire for autonomy she also underlines their
practical abilities in adapting to their diminishing territory. In this emphasis, Life Among
the Piutes becomes a story of survivance, a story that implies both resistance and
endurance. In Manifest Manners, Gerald Vizenor explains, that survivance is “an active
sense of presence, the continuance of native stories, not a mere reaction, or a survivable
name. Native survivance stories are renunciations of dominance, tragedy and victimry”
(vii). The emergence of the reservation system would further test the Paiutes’ ability to
respond to everchanging forms of settler oppression.
The imposed boundaries of colonial cartography and land claims threatened
tribes’ food sovereignty, a relatively modern coinage referring to the “right of peoples to
healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and
sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems”
(“Declaration”). As the mass migration of white settlers led to dangerous scarcity, federal
Indian policy shifted to the reservation system, partitioning and assigning parts of the
landscape that were sometimes foreign to tribes and their sophisticated knowledge
systems. Winnemucca illustrates this cultural trauma when she describes the Yakima
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Reservation, two hundred and fifty miles away and across the Columbia River, as “some
foreign country” (204). Before their removal to Yakima in 1878, the Paiutes struggled
under the reservation system for over a decade. Winnemucca describes the threat of
starvation while four hundred Paiutes were contained at Camp C.F. Smith in 1868:
“There was no game in that region of any kind, except now and then a hare. They had no
land to cultivate, but were living upon anything they could do or gather” (90). Concerned
citizens nearby asked members of the army to move the starving Paiutes somewhere else,
and Winnemucca, along with her brother, escorted them along the two-day journey to
Camp McDermitt. While the supplies at Camp McDermitt were more plentiful,
Winnemucca’s father announced his distrust in the inherent paternalism of the system:
He told my people in council one day that he thought it was an imposition to be
living entirely on the soldier-fathers, when we could do something to support
ourselves. He wanted them to go on hunting excursions in the summer, and bring
in dried venison, rabbits, and what other game they could find; and the women to
go out and gather grass-seed, and dig roots and do what they could toward the
supplies of the next winter (92).
Here Winnemucca’s narrative points to the Paiutes’ determination against paternal
dominance and their staunch refusal of dependence. As a designated space to surveil
Indigenous bodies on lands that were often deemed undesirable by white settlers, the
reservation became a site of containment and cultural deterioration. Her description of the
tribe’s collaboration and seasonal planning illustrates a resilience and independence
grounded in landscape literacy.
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Beyond food, locating potable water presented another challenge in one of the
most arid regions in the country. The Humboldt River, one of the primary sources for
both trout and water, became a contested and polluted site during western expansion. A
1966 government report on the region reveals the enduring narrative of colonial
extraction and domestication of Indigenous lands as well as the erasure of Indigenous
histories:
Before the first white men explored the Humboldt River basin, in the early 19th
century, the area was sparsely inhabited by Shoshone and Paiute Indians. The
early explorers sought a westward route through the inhospitable mountains and
desert of the Great Basin. By the mid-19th century, there was a well-defined
emigrant trail along the Humboldt River that led to Oregon and California. Soon
afterward, in the 1860's, a railroad was completed that closely paralleled the river
and linked the midwest and California. By the late 19th century, mining towns,
railroad junction points, and agricultural communities were well established in the
valley. Winnemucca, the county seat of Humboldt County, was formerly the
center of a prosperous mining industry. The principal metals recovered were gold,
silver, tungsten, and mercury. (Cohen 12)
Though we can only speculate as to the number of various tribes in the region during the
early nineteenth century, the more devastating effects of contact did not begin until the
mid-nineteenth century, when Winnemucca’s narrative begins. Her story suggests the
area had been far more than “sparsely inhabited” as she describes the location and
mobility of several tribal bands and sub-chiefs. Life Among the Piutes asserts the deep
history of the Northern Paiutes as an independent nation, thereby challenging the master
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narrative of state-sanctioned ecological dominance and presenting the possibility of plural
sovereignties, a concept aligned with Anishinaabe scholar Leanne Simpson’s vision of
“this place where we all live and work together” (“The Place” 19).
The American conquest of the eastern Sierra included not only settlers but also
herds of cattle whose decimation of wild hyacinth and nutgrass fields created waste that
led to diphtheria and typhus-infected waterways (Canfield 5). Returning from a trip to
California, Winnemucca describes finding a significant portion of the Paiutes, including
several members of her family, had died of a mysterious illness that they linked to the
poisoning of the Humboldt. In his loyalty to the settlers, Truckee insisted his white
brothers would not gain anything from poisoning their own water supply. The exact
cause of their illness remains uncertain, though several communicable diseases
proliferated during these years of cultural contact. Distanced further from their traditional
resources and facing violence over land claims (whether government-sanctioned or not),
the Paiutes found their landscape forever transformed and their very existence threatened.
Disagreements on how best to survive these changes would lead to inter-tribal conflicts
and, eventually, the Bannock War. As the war broke out in June 1878, Winnemucca’s
knowledge of water sources, signal fires, and military tactics made her an asset to the
army, for whom she had already served as interpreter. Her mobility had also brought her
in contact with the settlements and forts throughout the rapidly changing region (fig. 1.2).
Seeking her alliance and aid in the conflict, Captain Reuben Bernard asks her, “do you
know this country pretty well?” She records her response for readers: “I told him I did”
(149). Assuming her leadership as interpreter of not only languages but also landscapes,
she refers to her two companions, John and George, as “my men” and, later, “my boys,”
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Figure 1.2: Winnemucca’s Changing Landscapes
as they follow her through a frantic journey to save her family who, according to her, had
been taken against their will by hostile Bannocks.
While circulating stories suggested Winnemucca was the cause of the Bannocks’
tribal resistance, some going so far as to call her “a spy” who had “been pressed into
service by General Howard,” her narrative provides a detailed account of tracking the
Bannocks whom she refers to as “hostiles” in order to end the conflict and retrieve the
Paiutes.33 With her “boys” in tow, she details the frantic chase after the hostile
Bannocks, looking for tracks and searching for water sources in summer heat, recalling
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how “our horses almost fell over sometimes” (149). Upon first finding the Bannocks’
trail along the Owyhee River, she describes reading the signs of mourning:
We had not gone but about a mile when we struck the hostiles’ trail. We followed
it down the river as much as fifteen miles, and then we came to where they had
camped, and where they had been weeping, and where they had cut their hair. So
we knew that Buffalo Horn had been killed, for they had been tearing up clothes,
cutting off hair and breaking up beads there. (155)
Her ability to not only see but interpret the human-imposed material narrative at the
river’s edge underwrites her positioning as scout and tracker. After her companions
confer command on her by insisting that she “knows the country better” than they do, she
gives her orders, and they locate her people among the hostile Bannocks near Juniper
Lake (156). Not all Paiutes are able to escape, but Winnemucca, along with her sister
Maddie, return to the army in order to enlist their aid in rescuing the rest.
While her narrative establishes landscape literacy through Indigenous frameworks
of maturation, memory, harvesting, and mobility, Winnemucca also records her
adaptability in navigating the changing terrain. With a writing style of concise precision
in an almost breathless description of her journey to reach General Howard and enlist
assistance in rescuing the remaining Paiutes who were “all prisoners of the Bannocks,”
Winnemucca carefully narrates dates, times, and distances (157):
We had to go about seventy-five miles through the country. No water. We sang
and prayed to our Great Father in the Spirit-land, as my people call God. About
one o'clock we got to the crossing of a creek called Muddy Creek. We got off our
horses and had a drink of water, and tied our horses till they got cooled off while
we gathered some white currants to eat, for that is all we found. Now we watered
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our horses and found a narrow place to jump them across, and off again towards
our soldiers as fast as our horses could carry us. We got to the crossing of
Owyhee River at three o'clock; stopped twenty minutes to eat some hard bread
and coffee while they saddled fresh horses for us. We jumped on our horses again,
and I tell you we made our time count going fifteen miles to the Sheep Ranch. We
whipped our horses every step of the way till we were met by the officers. Captain
Bernard helped us off. I saw one of the officers look at his watch; it was just 5.30
P.M. (163).
With a confidence underlined by her consistent use of possessive pronouns in “my
people” and “our soldiers,” Winnemucca interjects a meta-narrative address—and I tell
you—reminding readers of her absolute authority. With a pride akin to the Indigenous
military practice of counting coup, she interweaves a series of mile counts, temporal
measures, and place names—the combination of foraged currants and coffee a reminder
of the plurality of cultures she so skillfully navigates.
As with the scene of mourning by the river, Winnemucca’s ability to read the
landscape goes beyond water sources—it includes the debris of human life and the
discursive networks of cultural materials drawn from, and meshed into, the landscape.
When she is with General Howard in Malheur, several scouts insist they have found the
Bannocks fifteen miles above them, waiting to fight. Though Winnemucca sees
something on a high hill that looked like a great many people, she says, “General, if you
find any Indians within two hundred miles of here you may say Sarah is telling you lies.”
As they travel to the site, Winnemucca insists that she sees “nothing but rocks put there
to deceive you.” She lays claim to her Indigenous identity and inherited knowledge by

67

explaining, “it is a way by which we Indians do deceive the white people, by piling rocks
on each other and putting round ones on the top to make them look like men” (170-1). In
a similar assertion, she recalls seeing “a signal-fire of distress and loneliness, and for help
also.” Asked by the officers how she could make meaning from it and determine it to be
the signal of a single Indian, she responds, “I am an Indian woman and understand all
kinds of signal fires” (186). Using configurations of stones and smoke as a means of
communication has deep, global histories. Winnemucca’s ability to decode these semiotic
systems asks the reader to confront the normative assumption that alphabetic text is the
only vehicle through which communicative exchange occurs; instead, multiple histories
are constitutive of diverse textualities and a plurality of literacies.

Conclusion
In Life Among the Piutes, Winnemucca represents herself as a formidable force to
those who would reduce her to a weak victim of the paternalistic institution of the
reservation system, or, worse, better off dead. By 1866, many white settlers had
established the “Humboldt Code,” a resolution printed in the Humboldt Register to “kill
and lay waste everything pertaining to the tribes, whenever found—no trials, but at arms;
no prisoners; no red tape” (qtd. in Canfield 49). Far more than a mere reaction to the
regulatory and immobilizing aims of federal policies and their concomitant dispossession,
Winnemucca’s self-narrative and tribal record interrogates English language literacy as a
pillar of the colonial project and recasts it as part of a rhetoric of resistance. She gains
agency as a speaking subject by subverting the proliferating boundaries of Indigenous
dispossession with a mobility charged with political implications. Reinforcing
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Winnemucca’s status as “Indian girl of the West,” Mary Mann prefaces Life Among the
Piutes with the declaration that “Mrs. Hopkins came to the East from the Pacific coast,” a
hyper-conscious reminder of Winnemucca’s mobility and skill in navigating various
colonial networks (2). Winnemucca closes the work with a metawriting moment that
situates her writing and speaking self in the east, newly arrived and hopeful to influence
federal policy with the embedded petition. Her narrative resists stereotypes of
Indigneous dependence and dispensability.
The 1994 reprinting of Life Among the Piutes and a subsequent proliferation of
thoughtful scholarship suggest her story of strength and resilience will remain a part of
America’s literary landscape and provide not only a case study in Indigenous resistance
but also a representation of the sophisticated relationships that humans develop, over
generations, with their more-than-human environments. Winnemucca disrupts the logic
of dispossession behind the federal policies of the reservation era by telling a story that
underscores her status as a person from a tribe with a unique and deep history, capable of
selective assimilation but staunch in their insistence of tribal sovereignty and selfdetermination.
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CHAPTER 2
SHAPE-SHIFTING AND SURVIVANCE IN CHARLES EASTMAN’S
ECOLOGICAL CITIZENSHIP
From this little Indian community more than one earnest youth has gone forth to
work for race and country in a wider field. My father brought me there from the
wild life in Canada in 1872, and after two years in the mission day school he sent
me away to master the secret of the white man’s power.
Charles Eastman, “The Indian as a Citizen” (1915)
Your whole body can be accustomed to one thing or another. The thing is, what
is best for the good of your body and for the next generation, so that humanity
may continue indefinitely? What is the best food, canned or fresh food? Close,
hot air in steam-heated rooms, or out-of-doors?
Charles Eastman, “What Can the Out-of-Doors do for Our Children?” (1921) The
opening epigraphs illustrate Charles Eastman’s sophisticated shape-shifting narrative
strategies during the latter part of his prolific career as an American Indian activist. The
first, from Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine, introduces a trope Eastman deploys
throughout his writings—the wild life. Though wild suggests an antithesis to the goals of
civilization projects in the assimilation era, Eastman presents the wild life as an idealized
precedent to the “overcivilized modern existence” of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Aligning with what Jackson Lears has called “the antimodern
impulse,” Eastman romanticizes the wild life as a constellation of embodied
experienceswith enduring health and pedagogical benefits (xv). This is not to say
Eastman assumes there can be any full return to a pre-colonial contact wild life. Instead,
he describes “model Indian communities” as admixtures of cultures, reflective of a
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heterogenous nation-state and constitutive of what Frederic Hoxie has called “a plural
society,” the ironic result of assimilation’s ultimate failure (243). Though Eastman recalls
in past tense his position outside of the discursive networks of what he explicitly names
“the white man’s power,” he also implies that he has, in fact, “master[ed] the secret,” and
situates himself as a speaking subject who is qualified to engage in discussions of
citizenship.
Rather than calling attention to his disenfranchisement and aspirations—in the
past—to penetrate white male power structures, the second epigraph illustrates Eastman’s
erasure of racial difference in favor of familial inclusivity and pressing concern for our
collective children—in the future. Taken from an article in Education published at the
end of his writing career, this quote suggests counter measures to the deleterious
physiological effects of an increasingly commodified society. Speaking to the
Progressive era’s “exultation of childhood merged with the cult of the strenuous life,”
Eastman challenges the hegemony in capitalist consumerism by imagining the strength of
the next generation, a shared and pluralist generation (Lears 146). As he seemingly
collapses racial categories and writes prescriptively for “your whole body,” he
simultaneously assumes authority grounded in the seeming contradictions of what Gail
Bederman calls “civilized manliness” and “primitive masculinity,” the latter a
manifestation of his time spent living the “wild life,” a life to which his non-Native
readers can only aspire to master (23). Following a kind of Socratic trajectory in pursuit
of a common desirable conclusion—“so that humanity may continue indefinitely”-Eastman proposes a reverse assimilation where Indigenous ways of thinking and being in
the world become not only desirable but necessary (603). While invoking a normative
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discourse of civilization assumed to be linked to white male dominance, Eastman writes
as an Indigenous intellectual who un-races a determined civilization from Theodore
Roosevelt’s Anglo-American vision. Instead, he emphasizes the moral dimension of
public health and, by extension, a healthy society “that will be agile, supple, not only in
physical action, but in mind and soul, because they are saturated with fresh air and God’s
sunshine” (605).34 Though many of Eastman’s works ostensibly promote a nationalist
agenda and are couched within assimilationist rhetoric, a careful reading of his oeuvre
reveals his moves to destabilize the idea of a Christian capitalist nation as the bastion of
civilization. Instead, Eastman’s writing and activism advocate for a pluralistic, pan-tribal
outdoor collectivity that is wary of modern material culture and focuses on the health of
all species. At stake is an appreciation of Eastman’s shapeshifter rhetoric in articulating
an ideal worldview of progress that reimagines what Bederman calls “the millennial
evolutionary ideology of civilization” through Indigenous eco-centered philosophies (42).
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From TR’s “The Strenuous Life” speech before the Hamilton Club in Chicago, April
100, 1899: “The timid man, the lazy man, the man who distrusts his country, the overcivilized man, who has lost the great fighting, masterful virtues, the ignorant man, and the
man of dull mind, whose soul is incapable of feeling the mighty lift that thrills ‘stern men
with empires in their brains’—all these, of course, shrink from seeing the nation
undertake its new duties. . .These are the men who fear the strenuous life, who fear the
only national life which is really worth leading. They believe in that cloistered life which
saps the hardy virtues in a nation, as it saps them in the individual; or else they are
wedded to that base spirit of gain and greed which recognizes in commercialism the beall and end-all of national life, instead of realizing that, though an indispensable element,
it is, after all, but one of the many elements that go to make up true national greatness.”
Gary Gerstle notes, “Roosevelt's nationalism expressed itself as a combative and
unapologetic racial ideology” though he also championed the melting pot image of
America as “a ‘crucible’—in which a hybrid race of many strains would be forged”
(1281). From “Theodore Roosevelt and the Divided Character of American Nationalism,”
The Journal of American History, vol. 86, no. 3, Dec. 1999, pp. 1280-1307.
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After the successful reception of his first book Indian Boyhood (1902) and with
his growing reputation as an impressive orator, Eastman lectured extensively throughout
his career, often providing a cultural corrective to the dominant racialized discourse at the
turn of the twentieth century, when the “Indian Problem” figured prominently in the
national conscience.35 His encounters and reconfigurations of the tenets of “civilized
Christianity” are, at first, timidly subversive, but become more explicit and excoriating in
his later works, often referring to “the Christ ideal” as something more preached than
practiced by both white society and “nominally Christian Indians” (Deep Woods 80). As
the first American Indian to earn a medical degree from a Euro-American University, he
leveraged his status as a physician to establish credibility as a Pan-Indian spokesperson
and advocate, often restructuring the stereotypical image of “savages” in ways that
suggest their superiority to the dependent wards of the reservation system. Though his
efforts focused on establishing national citizenship and legal protections for American
Indians, he also dedicated significant time and effort to bridging the needs of local
communities, both Indigenous and settler, with a transnational, eco-conscious worldview.
Rather than imagining the bordered, homogenous nation-state as the singular space of
citizenship, Eastman’s activist approach embraces, to use Andrew Dobson’s term, an
ecological citizenship, an idea that “disrupts standard citizenship architecture” and
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Eastman started lecturing in his college days when his benefactors Frank Wood and
his wife arranged a speaking engagement at Wellesley College, for which Eastman was
paid. Speaking to an audience of women, Eastman discussed the French and Indian War
and Pontiac’s Rebellion. He would later be elected unanimously as the class orator for
his graduating class at Boston University School of Medicine (Wilson 32, 36). After the
success of Indian Boyhood, “he accepted a lecture invitation from the Twentieth Century
Club in Brooklyn for which he received $100. While there, he met Major James B. Pond,
a lyceum manager, who asked Eastman if he wanted “to go on the lecture platform under
his management” (ibid 141).
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contributes to a “remoralising of politics.”36 His portrayal of modern materialism as a
threat to national health subverts consumer capitalism as conducive to physical and
spiritual vitality while invoking an “imagined community” whose site of commonality is
beyond that of the colonized polity (Anderson). This chapter addresses how Eastman
privileged the un-bordered out-of-doors as a generative space of pedagogical, spiritual,
and political potentialities. By revising the historical narrative in ways that humanize
Indigenous Peoples and recognize value in Indigenous philosophies, Eastman posits a
multivalent vitality that might resist the “ethical and spiritual dislocation . . . of the
overcivilized modern character” (Lears 46). Though he took advantage of the strenuous
life ethos that Theodore Roosevelt embodied, he sunders the ties of white male power
and civilization undergirding imperialist discourse by articulating a vision of an
unbounded, shared cosmology where a “sound civilization” is based on “something that
is free—open air—out-of-doors” (“What Can the Out-of-Doors Do,” 599).
As a Wahpehtuŋwaŋ Dakota who spent seventeen years in Western schools to
earn his medical degree after being raised in the “wild life,” Eastman could claim
authority in matters of both modern science and Indigenous medicine.37 Born on the
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Dobson describes ecological citizenship as a kind of “post-cosmopolitan citizenship
that can be neither discursively nor politically contained within the two dominant
citizenship forms, liberal and republican” (83). Dobson also identifies two notions of
citizenship in civil society: environmental citizenship, which focuses on environmental
rights and seeks to redefine the relationship between the state and the citizen; and
ecological citizenship, which goes beyond a rights-based notion of citizenship to
advocate the fair usage of ecological space across international borders. I argue that ecocosmopolitics emerges from the imbricated space of these two concepts.
37
I have retained the term “Indian” where it reflects the discourse of the speaker(s).
Otherwise I use the terms American Indian and Indigenous Peoples and and opt for
Indigenous as an adjective. The term Sioux illustrates the language of the colonizer as is
a botched translation taken from the French. For the sake of clarity, I retain the term in
this discussion.
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Santee reservation near Redwood Falls, Minnesota in 1858, he witnessed how Bureau of
Indian Affairs (BIA) agents’ failure to deliver promised supplies and annuities led to
starvation, desperation, and tribal factionalism. The start of the Civil War only led to
further negligence in the already complicated and corrupted BIA office, where abrogated
treaties dissolved legitimate tribal land claims. Divided over whether to resist, stay
neutral, or flee, warriors led by Little Crow attacked settler towns. Upon Colonel Henry
Sibley’s arrival after the Oceti Sakowin (Seven Council Fires, or Great Sioux Nation)
defeat at the Battle of Wood Lake, “he ordered all the Indians within reach seized” and
sent a report to President Lincoln asking for permission to hang 306 Oceti Sakowin
captives. Lincoln, aware that the records “were anything but full and complete” assigned
Sibley and his soldiers the impossible task of sorting out the most egregious perpetrators,
many of whom had long since fled (Tebbel and Jennison 355). On December 26, 1862,
38 Oceti Sakowin men were hanged in Mankato, Minnesota, an event that marks the
largest mass hanging in United States history. Only four years old at the time of this
violent conflict and fleeing to safe refuge north of the Medicine Line, in Canadian
territory, young Eastman believed, as did the rest of the exiled tribe, that his father, Many
Lightnings, was among the executed.38 For the next eleven years, Eastman’s remaining
family, especially his paternal grandmother Uncheedah and uncle Mysterious Medicine,
raised him in traditional tribal ways and trained him to become a hunter warrior who
might avenge his father. Eastman would remember these early years as the wild life, a
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The Medicine Line is a nickname for the 49th parallel that separates the US-Canadian
border. Many Indigenous peoples believed it to be magical because it seemed to prevent
US soldiers from crossing it. Some members of various tribes living in what is now
called Alaska still use the term to describe their own sense of relational place.
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Figure 2.1: Indian Scout (W.M. Cary) in The Aldine
(1874)
time of training in mental and physical strengths that prepared him for immersion into
Anglo American culture. As a member of the Santee Sioux during this era of sustained
conflict and forced assimilation, Eastman served his tribe amidst a host of broken treaties
and violent clashes.39 Press coverage, including yellow journalism, anxiously reported
interactions between a confusing hierarchy of colonizing bureaucracies and increasingly

39

Many Sioux treaties were made and broken: The Fort Laramie Treaty in 1851 was
violated by the government the following year when they drastically reduced promised
annuities; the revised Fort Laramie Treaty (1868) was ignored by Custer and goldseekers. To this day, ownership of the Black Hills remains the subject of a legal dispute
between the U.S. government and the Sioux.
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displaced tribes.40 Land-seeking settlers, sympathetic reformers, and politicians alike
were eager for assimilation policies to homogenize the American populace into private
property-owning, utilitarian Christians. Misrepresentations of vanishing Natives often
fetishized their craftmanship and romanticized the stoic stare made famous by
photographer Edward Curtis. The year gold was discovered in the Santee’s sacred Black
Hills, The Aldine, a New York arts journal, published William de la Montagne Cary’s
The Scout (fig. 2.1) with its article “The Indian of To-Day” (1874). Depicting a confusing
amalgamation of medievalesque cultural ornaments, the engraving portrays “the native as
situated in intermediate evolution between savagery and Western civilization,” a
representation that “was crucial for imperialism” (Goh 323).41 From a site of monolithic
generality and temporal specificity, the article’s author predicts “the day is probably not
far distant when the last pure-blooded Indian will have disappeared from the limits of the
United States, and those who would become familiar with their features, habits and
history, will have to refer to books for the desired information” (138). Analyzing Cary’s
archaic-heroic illustration, the anonymous author further notes,
A wild man of the forest, with a red skin, controlled by instincts and passions like
the lower animals, partaking of the shrewdness and sly cunning of many of them,
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See Carpenter and Sorisio’s Newspaper Warrior; see also Lisa Tatonetti’s “Disrupting
a Story of Loss: Charles Eastman and Nicholas Black Elk Narrate Survivance” Western
American Literature, vol. 39, no. 3, fall 2004, pp. 279-312, for newspaper articles that
stirred settler hysteria over Ghost Dance before Wounded Knee.
41
This image is from a wood engraving by William de la Montagne Cary, an American
journalist-artist who had a successful career in his depictions of frontier life, especially
the Plains Indians. For me, the image evokes Renaissance artist Albert Dürer’s medieval
representations of primitive and heroic figures in terms of both technique and content.
Cary’s earliest representations of American Indians were fearful sites of violence
seemingly meant to inspire fear in white readers. Around the time of this image,
however, his images shift toward depictions of friendly white-Native relations.
77

living a wandering life, whose origin is a matter of doubt, and whose
history is almost unknown, the Indian of the New World has been regarded
with both fear and wonder by the rest of mankind. . . . If once there were noble
red men of the forest, like the one represented in the illustration, they have
become in these days sadly degenerate, perhaps owing to their having
adopted the vices of civilization, without imitating any of its virtues. (138
emphasis added)
The skepticism of the subjunctive mood suggests to the mainly white, mainly female
readership, that the ahistorical Native is little more than a fading artifact, an object for
display in a curated and contained past. The nativist efforts of popular serials worked
two-fold: first, they rendered the Indigenous body an already vanishing, removeable
obstacle in settlers’ claims to the nation. Second, they enabled a disavowal of colonial
violence in the guise of assimilation’s compassionate and virtuous aims.
Within the determinism of this cultural milieu, Eastman worked to revise the
bestial, primitivist representation of American Indians by redefining the “wild” attributes
of Indigenous life as desirable qualities like physical endurance, thoughtful moderation,
and unmediated spirituality. Though his rhetorical strategies, at times, ostensibly assert
racialized logic, he works from within the dominant discourse to unmake it. As Richard
Scott Lyons points out, many Native authors at the turn of the twentieth century
“assumed the roles of public intellectuals in ways that made sense in their particular
times. Sometimes it worked best to don a suit and tie and employ a Christian discourse”
(29). This strategy of rhetorical resistance first emerges in one of his earliest articles,
“The Sioux Mythology” (1894), wherein he introduces a phrase he goes on to use many
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times in his descriptions of Indigenous epistemology—“the untutored mind,” a reference
to some “worn-out lines” in the first epistle from Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Man.
After establishing the phrase’s origin within Pope’s pentameter: “Lo, the poor Indian!
whose untutored mind/Sees God in clouds and hears him in the wind,” Eastman proceeds
to assert its truth, adding, “the Indian recognized a power behind every natural force”
(88). Uniting in signification the Christian God and the Siouan Great Mystery, he
simulates the “thou shalt not” form and content of biblical language in his proclamation
of Sioux commandments which include, without betraying a hint of irony: “Thou shalt
not steal what belongs to another” (90).42 This article from Popular Science Monthly
illustrates the cross-cultural comparisons that often characterize the pluralist ideology of
Eastman’s works. The abundance of passive construction and third person referents in his
earliest publications reveal his uneasy distance and uncertain ethnographic position as a
speaking subject. Such “suit and tie” rhetoric has led to some critics’ readings of
Eastman’s work uneasily negotiating an overly reductive assimilationist/resistance binary
that threatens to obscure the sophistication of his nuanced (eco)activist reasoning.
Contemporary Native scholars in favor of a separatist American Indian literary
nationalism are the harshest critics of Eastman. In Tribal Secrets, Robert Warrior
criticizes Eastman’s “highly sentimental” assimilationist stance as designed to garner
“sympathy from white audiences,” arguing that his oeuvre counters tribes’ struggle for
specificity and sovereignty (8). While some denounce his initial support of the Dawes
Allotment Act (1887), his self-positioning as a Pan-Indian representative has also been
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Here I follow the term “Sioux” in keeping with Eastman’s language.
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viewed as problematic in its perpetuation of monolithic stereotypes.43 Though Eastman’s
works tend to elide the differences between tribes when he assumes a Pan-Indian
speaking position for a white audience, his 1) self-identification as Sioux, 2) narratives of
Sioux-Ojibway relations, and 3) tributes to Little Wolf (Cheyenne) and Chief Joseph
(Nez Pearce) in Indian Heroes and Great Chieftains (1918) are just a few examples that
complicate such an easy figuring. In 1911, his participation as the “representative Indian”
of North America at the First Universal Races Congress in London points to an
international anti-racist strategy of homogenizing internal cultural differences in the act
of organizing a collective site of global diversity.44 Tribal alliances and Pan-Indian
performances do not necessarily enact an erasure of difference. Critics like Gale CoskanJohnson have turned to transcripts from the Society of American Indians (SIA)
conferences to underscore Eastman’s celebration of tribal-specific cultures. Recognizing
the importance of contextualizing the diversity of positions from which Eastman speaks,
Philip Deloria views him with admiration and respect, acknowledging the “complex and
shifting set of discourses” within which Eastman was working. Janine Pease-Pretty on
Top goes so far as to refer to his works as “monumental treasures” (xxi). In Manifest
Manners, Anishinaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor calls Eastman a “warrior of survivance,”
one who acts for Indigenous survival and resistance (12). I argue that Eastman’s PanIndian approach might also be read as an eco-cosmopolitics of survivance, a set of
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It is important to note that Eastman et al supported the Dawes Act in its written,
theoretical form, not in its disastrous application and actuality. Eastman’s Pan-Indian
approach to organizing and activating the Boy Scouts of American remains controversial.
44
There were, after all, more than fifty countries represented at the only meeting of the
Universal Races Congress, an effort to foster communication before the imminent
breakdown that led to WWI. The qualities of internal difference, therefore, were
backgrounded to the quantity of representatives and expanse of geo-political cooperation.
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rhetorical performances that subvert Christian nation-state ideologies by celebrating the
eco-knowledge, whole body vitality, and Christ-like morality in the ongoing, relational
cosmology of Indigenous philosophies. Within the contested discursive space of
Progressive-era concerns over health, child-rearing, masculinity, and spirituality, he
stimulates readers’ political imaginations by denaturalizing statist constructions of
modern civilization.
Like other authors in this study, Eastman advocated for a “pluralist
counternativism” (in Julianne Newmark’s phrase) for a mostly white audience immersed
in ethnographic and Social Darwinist ideologies that controlled Native representation in
the national narrative. One strategy for delineating this pluralist counternativism was to
engage in what Tova Cooper has named “dual-directional assimilation [by] offering up
native values and practices as antidotes to the ills of mainstream U.S. culture” (4). As a
critic of liberalism’s imperial legacies, Eastman believed in material moderation and
remembered how “even if there was plenty to eat, it was thought better for us to practice
fasting sometimes; and hard exercise was kept up continually, both for the sake of health
and to prepare the body for the extraordinary exertions that it might, at any moment, be
required to undergo” (Indian Boyhood 17). Here Eastman recasts the condition of
uncertainty as a dynamic site of spontaneity in implicit opposition to the static, measured
control of positivist modernity; it becomes a reason to develop not only communal
aspects of social cognition but also self-reflexive experiential knowledge in pursuit of
physical vitality. While his writing critiques the ideological foundations of hierarchal
settler-colonial civilization—especially individual land ownership and accumulation of
capital as sanctioned by Christianity—his narratives provide an alternative philosophy in
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the kinship and conservationist values of Indigenous worldviews. His subtle crosscultural comparisons become explicit indictments as Eastman, and his writing, mature
into the twentieth century.
I identify three imbricated phases of Eastman’s activist expression, each of which
reveals his increasing confidence as a cultural mediator and narrative shape-shifter. I
begin with the writings that constitute his “boy book” Indian Boyhood and end with the
lesser read, back-to-nature article from Education with which I commenced this chapter.
Helped by his wife’s editorial hand, the earliest publications were in Progressive
education movement serials like St Nicholas, Popular Science Monthly, and The
Chautauquan. In these earliest works, Eastman’s ethno-nostalgic voice celebrates the
virtues of the wild life as something separate and distinct from settler ontologies while
lamenting “the Indian no longer exists as a natural and free man” (Indian Boyhood v).45
The second phase of his literary career, I argue, is inaugurated by his participation at the
Lake Mohonk Conference in 1907, when his engagement with both national and
international policy and practice shaped his image of the cosmopolitan Pan-Indian. The
publication of The Indian To-Day (1915) along with his heightened involvement with the
Society of American Indians (SAI) marks the third phase in his publication years. Having
overcome the hesitation and passivity of his earlier writings, Eastman focused
unabashedly on promoting “the future of the First American” as a remedy for the
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On Elaine’s editorship, see Carol Lea Clark’s “Charles A. Eastman (Ohiyesa) and
Elaine Goodale Eastman: A Cross-Cultural Collaboration,” in Tulsa Studies in Women’s
Literatures, vol. 13, no. 2, Aug. 1994, pp. 271-280. Teddy Roosevelt once called the
Chautauqua Institute "the most American thing in America.” Started in pastoral New
York State on the shores of Lake Chautauqua in 1874, the institute was, and is, touted as
a center for education and culture.
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neurasthenia endemic of the urban industrial age. The forward-thinking rhetoric of his
writing and activism challenge the nativism of the national narrative while presenting a
transnational back-to-nature worldview as a legitimate epistemological alternative.
Throughout the shape-shifting in Eastman’s literary-activist career, two salient
characteristics create through lines. He 1) challenges the racist taxonomies of
exclusionary colonizing rhetoric while 2) advocating for an extra-linguistic, nonhierarchal, and unmediated spirituality, oftentimes in the solitude of nature. These
simultaneous moves carve a space for subverting the United States’ ideal of the modern
nation-state as an Anglo-Christian capitalistic community and exposing the real absence
of practiced Christian ethics within such an imagining. Eastman redirected the skills he
claims to have cultivated in his young wild life—observation, memory, moderation,
sacrifice—to write and speak in ways that might motivate local communities and
Progressive Era reformers while still earning enough money to support his growing
family and extensive travels.

Ohiyesa’s Shape Shifting and Survivance
The Oceti Sakowin, united linguistically by closely-related derivations of the
Siouan dialect, has three geo-regional divisions: Dakota (Eastern), Nakota (Middle), and
Lakota (Western). By the time Eastman was born in 1858, the various tribal bands had
engaged with French and British settlers for over a century and learned the slippery and
swiftly-changing nature of allegiances and boundaries within the imperial race for the
New World. Eastman’s great grandfather, Mahpiya Wichasta (Cloud Man) had been one
of the earliest, and relatively rare, Santee converts to the civilization programs of the
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early nineteenth century. Though his small farming community ultimately failed due to
Obijway attacks and crop failures, Cloud Man “continued to support the programs of the
government and the missionaries until he died in 1863” (Wilson 12). By the time of
Little Crow’s resistance in 1862, many Oceti Sakowin had been anxiously awaiting
federally-promised annuities to arrive on their reservations, and conflicts with agents who
reportedly said “let them eat grass or their own dung” expressed sentiments greatly at
odds with the religious ideals espoused in missionary rhetoric (Kaplan 342). Eastman
learned early the role of an abstracted, ideological Christianity in normalizing the
hegemonic violence and material processes of the settler regime.
Sustained movement, measurable in both social and physical registers, becomes a
foundational aspect of Eastman’s own life and often animates his narratives in both
content and style. After forced exile into the Canadian wilderness for eleven years,
Eastman found himself suddenly immersed in Anglo American life at the age of fifteen.
Resisting both containment and forced removal, he chose to live a migratory life, rarely
staying in one region or holding one singular professional position for more than a few
years. Though he married and started a family with Elaine Goodale, a genteel New
England woman and self-proclaimed “sister of the Sioux,” his participation in
organizations like the YMCA and Boy Scouts, along with his fulfillment of government
positions like Indian Inspector, kept him on the move and must have encouraged his
sense of social mobility and agency.46 From his initial 150-mile walk to Santee Normal
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In the concluding chapter of Sister to the Sioux: The Memoirs of Elaine Goodale
Eastman (1885-1991), the writer describes her husband’s frequent travels recalling that
“three years he traveled in the United States and Canada for the International YMCA”
and “for fifteen years” he had “twenty-five or more annual appearances” for lectures
(173).
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School during his teenage years to his transatlantic participation in the international
Universal Races Congress in London, Eastman actively created a life of near-constant
migration. Asserting the agentive pleasure of Indigenous mobility against the violent
narrative of colonialism, Richard Scott Lyons writes, “removal is to migration what rape
is to sex” (8). He notes further that Indigenous “faith in migration as a value is what
Vizenor has called transmotion: a ‘sense of native motion and an active presence’” (5).
Rather than subscribing to The Aldine’s portrait of the Indian’s dangerously nomadic
“wandering life,” we might see Eastman’s extensive travels and increasing assumption of
pedagogical modes as pleasurable and philosophically self-conscious acts of subversion.
As Jace Weaver points out, “Native peoples have never recognized the arbitrarily drawn
borders that demarcate the modern nation-states of the America” (xi). Eastman’s
perpetual movement, too, reflects the dynamism and bodily health of the out-of-doors
lifestyle for which he advocates, a refusal of the delimiting containment within
theoretical national boundaries and settler-constructed domiciles.
In stark contrast to the freedom of migration, the reservation was a
cartographically delineated and demarcated space of containment, helplessness, and
vulnerability. In one of his earliest writings, Eastman refers to living “in and out of the
reservation,” (“Story” 353) as opposed to on or off the reservation. While both pairs of
prepositions are locative and diametric, the phrase living in signifies full containment
compared to a living on that suggests a more fluid, surface relation to and liberation from
the object. Indeed, resistance to assimilation and the endurance of tribal reservation
communities vexed many supporters of allotment who depicted reservation living as a
dangerous contradiction to individualism and property ownership. As the disparaging
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term “blanket Indian” and “going back to the blanket” permeated public discourse and
even directed discussions in Congress, Eastman was also critical of the desperate
dependency in reservation life, asserting that, for material gain, “a reservation Indian . . .
will possibly provide you with sacred songs, a mythology, and folk-lore to order!” (Soul
xii). For Eastman and fellow SAI activists like Carlos Montezuma, allotment seemed a
path to autonomy and citizenship, a means to break free from the guardian-ward
dichotomy upon with the reservation system operated.47 As Eastman gains experience
and recognition as a Red Progressive, his work argues more forcefully for the meaningful
historical and future existence of the “original American” whose “worth as a citizen of
his country and of the world” is proven “by his constancy in the face of hardship and
death” (Indian To-day 65). For the American Indians to speak back and weave their own
stories into the national narrative, the traumas of removal and reservation life must be
recast as assertions of vitality and endurance, as modes of Indigenous survivance and
human resilience.
Having lived on the Santee Dakota reservation for only the first four years of his
life, Eastman had little contact with the worsening conditions in the reserve system until
after his extensive schooling and interactions with “society people” in the east. Still,
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According to Mark Rifkin, “Back to the blanket” originated as “a denigrating phrase
officials used to describe Native students returning to from government-run boarding
schools in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who failed to keep up the
practices and principles of ‘civilization’ taught them, instead choosing to return to the
extant ways of their peoples. It referred to men who ceased to wear ‘citizen’s clothes,’
depicting Native dress as essentially nothing more than a blanket” (77). For a more
thorough discussion of the boarding school experience see Chapter Three; As has been
well-documented, the Dawes Act and its amendments led to devastating land loss for
tribes. The promise of self-reliance and citizenship was structured and regulated within
the subjective discourse of colonial rhetoric and confusing tax codes.
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Eastman determined to work for reservation agencies, stating his aim “to make my
education of service to my race” (Deep Woods 41). He held five different positions as an
employee of the Indian Service throughout his lifetime and remained dedicated to serving
his fellow Oceti Sakowin by providing both medical and legal services on several
reservations. He also held positions that furthered the compulsory education and
ethnologic objectification aims of assimilation projects. In 1899, he worked briefly for
Colonel Richard Henry Pratt as an “outing agent,” placing Native students at Carlisle
Industrial School with rural white families in surrounding Pennsylvania communities. In
1910, he journeyed across Ojibway lands to collect and “purchase” artifacts for the
University of Pennsylvania’s museum.48 While we may fairly blame Eastman of
complicity with several aspects of the colonial project, and to some degree he was, such
presentism obscures the tensions and anxieties in the historical positions from which he
worked, “when the American Indian world was in a state of oppression, its former glory
reduced to Wild West shows and Edward S. Curtis images” (Martinez 69). Within this
context, employment opportunities could lead to personal stability and cultural
empowerment. Eastman could only speculate as to the outcomes when he assumed each
new position.
Working and writing through a variety of socially-constructed categories of
identity, Eastman’s voice and message shift according to the rhetorical situations he
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For a more detailed description of this expedition, see David Martinez, “Out of the
Woods and Into the Museum: Charles A. Eastman’s Collecting Expedition Across
Ojibwe Country” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 32.4 (2008): 67-84.
Martinez argues that Eastman’s travels into Ojibway country in the summer of 1910
marks “a turning point in Eastman’s life” as he comes to admire their continuance of
traditional tribal ways. “They were not like reservation Indians” (70).
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encountered. Melissa Nelson describes the different ways that Indigenous Peoples
navigate these interventions with colonizing forces: “First of all, to decolonize our minds,
we need to embrace a type of trickster consciousness to break out of the binary thinking
imposed on us by Eurocentric thinking . . . Trickster consciousness helps facilitate a
paradigm shift in our thinking.” It is through these trickster shifts that Eastman speaks
solemnly of serious subjects and yet has an undercurrent of humor in his ironic
comparisons of Indigenous and settler ontologies. As Nelson further explains, the
trickster “mediates between supposedly contradictory forces or elements by retaining
aspects of them both” (291). There seems to me an admirable subversion in Eastman’s
ability to navigate the market system of capitalism (into which he was suddenly thrust)
while attacking the materialism of modernity and equating morality with an economy of
the gift.49 Considering Eastman’s writing-activist career diachronically reveals the
emergence of his forward-thinking aspirational rhetoric that explores the contradictions in
hegemonic civilization discourse. By denaturalizing the material culture of consumer
capitalism and arbitrary borders of the nation-state, he creates a space for presenting
Indigenous philosophies and practices that align with the goals of Indigenous survivance.
At the same time, he appeals to his readers’ and auditors’ desire for the overall health of a
body politic as he reimagines it—unbounded, eco-conscious, and animistic. In sum, he
subverts the world-as-commodity worldview of modernity with the alternative of a
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Eastman had his fair share of financial troubles. He found himself on the losing side of
several disputes throughout his career, many explicitly involving money. For a more
detailed account of these controversies, see Wilson biography, especially chapter four;
for more information on the economy of the gift and Indigneous economic systems, see
Rauna Kuokkanen’s “Indigneous Economies, Theories of Subsistence, and Women.”
American Indian Quarterly, vol. 35, no. 2, spring 2011, pp. 215-240.
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world-as-community ideal that Indigenous histories substantiate in a multi-generational
reality.

“We were close students of nature”: Land as Pedagogy in Indian Boyhood
For Eastman, healthy living—broadly conceived to include the interdependence
of physical and moral ways of being—begins with the experiential, embodied lessons of a
childhood spent out-of-doors. In a similar though much more recent call for “rebellious
transformation,” Anishinaabe scholar Leanne Simpson asserts the role of story-telling
and conceptions of land-as-curriculum in unsettling colonial approaches to education.
Such an epistemological shift, she argues, requires that one “understand the importance
of observation and learning from our animal teachers” (Simpson 6). She opens the essay
with the story of Kwezens, a girl who visits the sugar bush during the vibrance of spring,
mimics the actions of the red squirrel she sees there, discovers the process for making
maple syrup, and heroically shares her newfound knowledge with her grateful
community. Throughout her essay, Simpson posits the pedagogical potential in
experiencing landscapes as living texts while also pointing to the alienating, often
racialized practices of traditional Euro-American education systems. Over a century
before her, Eastman took advantage of the momentum in Progressive Era education
reform and presented his own, more nuanced criticism of Western models of education.
His earliest intervention takes the form of lessons learned and recollected in the
publication of Indian Boyhood (1902). Pease-Pretty on Top argues that Eastman’s
narratives “demonstrate the process of knowing and the analysis of information. These
represent a scholarly tradition, a Santee Sioux scholarly tradition” (xvi). By presenting an
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account of his own Indigenous education, Eastman reveals that the attribution of an
“untutored mind” to the “poor Indian” is merely a Western fiction, just another worn-out
misrepresentation he intends to revise.
Encouraged by his wife, he initially published a three-part series titled
“Recollections of a Wild Life,” in St. Nicholas, a children’s magazine whose sales far
exceeded its contemporaneous adult-focused serials like Harper’s and The Atlantic. First
appearing in the 1893 and 1894 issues, the stories present his coming-of-age memories in
the Canadian wilderness. The final chapter, “First Impressions of Civilization,” recalls
the sudden appearance of Eastman’s father who finds his family with the help of an
“Indian guide” and appears like a stranger “clad in the white man’s garments” (244). As
the reader learns in this conclusion, President Lincoln commuted Eastman’s father’s
execution sentence to three years in a prison in Davenport, Iowa. While there, he
Anglicized his name to Jacob Eastman, converted to Christianity, and created a
homestead along the Big Sioux River in Flandreau, Dakota territory, away from the
borders of the reservation. Jacob expects his son to return with him, arguing that “the
sooner we accept their mode of life and follow their teaching, the better it will be for us
all” (Deep Woods 5). Indian Boyhood presents a composite of Eastman’s childhood
memories that begins with the formative years of being raised in the traditional ways of
the Santee Sioux and ends with his return to the United States, where “[his] wild life
came to an end, and [his] school days began” (247).
Writing for young white readers (and, by extension, the adults who purchased and
read the texts) provided the opportunity to narrate selected memories through the
innocent eyes of a child. Tony Dykema-Vander Ark argues that Eastman’s “choice of
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childhood as his subject and children as his (primary) audience” is a “conscious decision .
. .to present a contrary and more complicated view on the place and meaning of Indian
life in America.” These writings construct a space for Eastman to develop his literary
persona while engaging with “two broad cultural preoccupations at the turn of the
century: The Indian and The Child” (10-11). Indian Boyhood introduces a through line in
the phases of his writer-activist career—a delineation of the epistemic benefits of the wild
life. Though “the drama of savage existence” (v) seems antithetical to the measured and
rational intellect of civilization, Eastman recasts the derogatory savage trope as
something to which one aspires, a lifestyle of mindful consumption and physical vigor
that might appeal to modernist utilitarian thinking. Yet, Indian Boyhood also contains an
undercurrent of resistance to mechanistic reductions of humans to rational actors devoid
of emotion. Here he also introduces what Lears has called “the vitalist impulse,” a
celebration of the animal spirit and role of play in an alternative, dynamic epistemology
that might appeal to young and old readers alike, if only for a transient escape (“Animal
Spirits”). For Eastman, however, this understanding of embodied links between humans
and the natural world is inherently Indigenous rather than recovered or reactionary.
Most of Indian Boyhood is set out-of-doors, and the few scenes recalling
conversations or stories shared within lodges and other dwellings contain flashbacks or
legends set in the wilderness, whether real or fictitious spaces. Primarily through the
figures of his uncle and grandmother, Eastman learns a trans-generational landscape
literacy which requires he heighten his powers of observation and memory. In order to
develop meaningful connections among the complex webs of life around him, young
Eastman would first have to recognize the animated legibility of those surroundings.
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Similar to Simpson’s narrative strategy in her essay, Eastman opens his story with a
description of his tribe’s pedagogical relationship to the land:
We were not only good mimics but we were close students of nature. We studied
the habits of animals just as you study your books. No people have a better
use of their five senses than the children of the wilderness. Nowhere has the
memory been more fully developed than in the wild life, and I can still see
wherein I owe much to my early training.” (3 emphasis added)
This short selection from the opening page reveals a grappling with memories and their
modern applications in the instability of verb tenses. Shifting from past to present to the
adverbial adjunct still, the narrator’s syntactic emphasis brings him, and the reader, to a
sense of survivance, albeit in a migration toward the new. For Eastman, adapting is not
vanishing, and despite his assimilationist cross-cultural comparisons, his concurrent
insistence—amplified by the absolute terms of no people and nowhere—undergirds his
ongoing dedication to an ontological pluralism.
Both Simpson and Eastman describe education as a community effort, a transgenerational set of living traditions that invigorate tribal identities and strengthen
connections to land. Simpson points to the profound responsibility of tribal teachers who
“carried a particular teaching around to the point where they can easily embody that
teaching [and] become responsible for sharing it according to the ethics and protocols of
the system” (Simpson 11). Within the Dakota tradition, the tiospaye (literally “camp
circle,” meaning extended family) consists of kinship networks that share tribal stories
and knowledge. In Indian Boyhood, several elders teach young Eastman the importance
of patience, observation, and memory. His grandmother, whose “observations in practice
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were well reserved in her mind for reference, as systematically as if they had been written
by a book,” introduces him to medicinal roots and the language of footprints, a lesson
that Eastman would himself come to teach through publications for the Boy Scouts and
later readers of Saint Nicholas (20). Eastman’s uncle also invested in his nephew’s
“systematic education” a ritual that was “divinely instituted” from one generation to the
next. Upon being woken with a war whoop, young Eastman was instructed to go out and
“look closely at everything you see.” Eastman explains how his uncle “used often to
catechize [him] for an hour” upon his return (44). The questions in these sessions
measured his observation and memory skills: which side of the trees had the lightercolored bark? Or which side had the most branches? Learning to recognize a multitude
of beyond-human textualities in the habits and appearance of birds, fish, trees, tracks, and
feathers becomes a series of lessons with practical applications in survival and
adaptation. Many years later, Eastman exhibits the same questioning method in his
Education article, prodding adult readers to question connections between their own
health and the material trappings of modernity (canned food and indoor air/heating).50
Knowledge-making, in these pedagogical models, is dynamic and embodied, requiring a
quickening of the senses and sharp faculties of the mind.
Within the frame of Eastman’s own boyhood story, play and story-telling are not
extra-curricular—they are interwoven with Indigenous ontologies. In the opening
sentence, he asks: “What boy would not be an Indian for a while when he thinks of the
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The history of commericially canned foods in America reflects Americans’ views of
science and consumerism while also testifying to their growing lack of self-suffiency and
market dependence. Regarded with suspicion at the turn of the twentieth century, canned
foods became a staple of American households by the 1920’s, when Eastman wrote this
final article.
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freest life the world?” (3). He dedicates an entire section, three separate chapters, to “My
Plays and Playmates.” Though he insists “we practiced only what we expected to do
when grown,” his recollections of making “war upon the nests of wild bees,” and
“spinning tops” in the winter calls his teleological practicality into doubt. “It is true,”
Eastman writes, “that our savage life was a precarious one, and full of dreadful
catastrophes; however, this never prevented us from enjoying our sports to the fullest
extent” (53 emphasis added). Again, the condition of uncertainty emerges and is
subverted by a vital spontaneity in absolute terms. The latter half of Indian Boyhood
consists of family stories, Sioux legends, and fireside tales. The section “Family
Traditions” contains three chapters of young Eastman’s interactions with Smoky Day, “a
living book of the traditions and history of his people” who kept “bundles of sticks,
notched and painted” as records of personal, tribal, and cosmic histories (99).51 Smoky
Day tells a story of the Stone Boy, an important figure in Sioux ohúŋkakaŋ, or, myth,
whose heroics or wantonness can be foregrounded, depending on the story-teller. In this
rendition, Stone Boy “spoke to every animal he met” in search of his missing uncles, but
he also kills scores of animals in fits of anger. Smoky Day explains that Stone Boy was
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Smoky Day’s bundles represent yet another pre-contact example of Indigenous literacy
and record-keeping. A wealth of recent scholarship has explored various examples of
Indigenous literacies, including wampum belts and winter counts. Linking alphabetic
text to literacy and intellect is a colonial concept. In Queequeg’s Coffin: Indigenous
Literacies and Early American Literature (Duke, 2012) Birgit Rasmussen argues, “the
lack of writing among America’s indigenous peoples was, both materially and
discursively, a European production. Indigenous documents, historical records, and other
evidence of writing systems were destroyed, stolen, discredited, or simply defined out of
existence by centuries of scholarship” (29). See also Hilary Wyss’ English Letters and
Indian Literacies and Laura Donaldson, “Writing the Talking Stick: Alphabetic Literacy
as Colonial Technology and Postcolonial Appropriation.” American Indian Quarterly,
vol. 22, no. 1/2, 1998, pp. 46–62.
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punished “because he abused his strength and destroyed for mere amusement the lives of
the creatures given him for use only” (117). In Eastman’s retelling, the Stone Boy’s
infractions would have resonated with readers who were aware of the decimation of the
buffalo just a few decades earlier, a settler-colonial strategy for inflicting cultural trauma
while depleting a crucial species. The readers hear the retelling of an oral transmission
through Eastman’s written narration, wherein he himself becomes a story-teller in the
dynamic continuance of living tradition and the reader engages in a “panhuman activity,
probably the oldest form of history making” (Cruikshank 3). In this case, Eastman
imbues the story with sub-textual colonial critique.
Aside from the “since time immemorial” implications, the stories of Eastman’s
boyhood speak to the anxieties of the modern condition at the turn of the twentieth
century.52 These living stories integrate the vitalism of animal spirits with the ideological
values of Dakota society—they are both rational in their normative function and
emotional in their transhuman epistemology. Upon the death of Smoky Day, an old storyteller Weyahu assumes his role and explains the human attainment of knowledge from
animals and plants, explaining that “man’s spirit may live with the beasts before he is
born a man. He will then know the animal language but he cannot tell it in human
speech. He always retains his sympathy with them, and can converse with them in
dreams” (165). The animistic worldview and reanimation of spirit pushes against the
what Max Weber has called the “disenchantment of the world” wrought by the positivist
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Many invoke the term “since time immemorial” to invoke tribal origins. The phrase is
also used in legal discourse and has recently been applied to a curricular iniative in
Washington State.
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rationalism of the secular age, encouraging readers to recalibrate their own perceptions of
knowledge and knowledge-making.
Animism can also encourage sustainability and recognition of the reciprocity of
human interactions with the natural world. As Eastman’s narrative persona vacillates
from first-person remembering subject to third-person “suit and tie” ethnographic
observer, he asserts that “the wild Indians could not be justly termed improvident, when
their manner of life is taken into consideration. They let nothing go to waste” (203).
Writing just a few years after the Ghost Dance hysteria resulted in the Wounded Knee
massacre, Eastman’s careful descriptions reflect what Malea Powell has named “rhetorics
of survivace,” ways of using “the discourses about Indian-ness that circulated during that
time period in order to both respond to that discourse and to reimagine what it could
mean to be an Indian” (396). In the chapter named “An Indian Boy’s Training,” he
explains how “in the hunting songs, the leading animals are introduced; they come to the
boy to offer their bodies for the sustenance of the tribe. The animals are regarded as
friends, and spoken of almost as tribes of people, or as his cousins, grandfathers and
grandmothers” (42). He further develops this interspecies kinship model in his retelling
of twelve Dakota tales collected in Red Hunters and the Animal People (1904), published
just two years after Indian Boyhood. According to the logics of an animistic worldview,
Kwezens may learn the story of maple syrup from the red squirrel as Eastman’s readers
may learn lessons from the “life-story” of animals (Red Hunters vii).
Against the colonial-settler stereotypes of bloody savagery and bloodless
stoicism, stories of play and humor often animate Eastman’s Indigenous ontologies and
approaches to pedagogy. Nanabush, who Simpson cites as the “Spiritual Being and an

96

important teacher” for the Anishinaabe, is “fun, entertaining, sexy, and playful.”
Nanabush is the embodiment of knowledge and yet also a trickster who “you’re more
likely to find dancing on a table at a bar than at an academic conference” (16). In the
penultimate chapter of Indian Boyhood, “The Laughing Philosopher,” Eastman states, “I
don’t believe I ever heard a real hearty laugh away from the Indians’ fireside” (229).
Within their tribally-constructed pedagogical traditions, both Simpson and Eastman
describe an Indigenous ethic that disrupts the notion of anthropocentric education as a
bureaucratic vehicle for inculcating productive, nation-state citizens. This disruption is
not, however, a flat denial of similar, culture-specific, pedagogical aims. Simpson,
writing in the twenty-first century, works for changes in various registers, but especially
from within her own tribal culture. She states her purpose is to use “Nishnaabeg stories to
advocate for a reclamation of land as pedagogy, both as process and context for
Nishnaabeg intelligence, in order to nurture a generation of Indigenous peoples that have
the skills, knowledge and values to rebuild our nation according to the world views and
values of Nishnaabeg culture” (1). Eastman, on the other hand, shares his recollections of
a “thrilling wild life” with a white readership who might see the relevant vitalism and
civilized characteristics in Indigenous ways of knowing and being in the world..
Though the word “decolonization” did not come into use until well after
Eastman’s life, his works might be read as interventions in colonialism of the State/s, and
this early stage in his writing takes education as its focus. In his own writings on children,
Frantz Fanon argues for the importance of political education in “opening their minds,
awakening them, and allowing the birth of their intelligence; as Césaire said, it is ‘to
invent souls.’” The goal, Fanon says, is to produce “fully conscious men, who play games
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as well” (196-7). This line of thinking brings me back to the fully-conscious Kwezens
and her productive play in the sugar bush. Like Simpson would do a century later,
Eastman tells the story of sugar-making in the spring, recalling how the women would
walk “leisurely” with their axes before “striking a single quick blow” (26). In a slippage
of verb tense from the recollected past to the present exchange with the reader, he notes
how “trees, like people, have their individual characters; some were ready to yield up
their life-blood, while others were more reluctant” (26). This analogy provides a space
for Eastman to invert domestic spaces while celebrating ritual, renewal, and resistance.
Through his cross-cultural comparisons, he critiques the anesthetizing effects of
modernity within a fond recollection of the aesthetics of experience, “a form of cognition,
achieved through taste, touch, hearing, seeing, smell—the whole corporeal sensorium”
(Buck Morrs 6). For Eastman, these cognitive and embodied intelligences can best be
found out-of-doors, where the body interacts with the land as both pedagogy and play.
Much more than a mere “boy book,” Indian Boyhood argues for a reflexive sense of
ecological inter-connectedness that still resonates in the twenty-first century. Though
ostensibly dedicated to his son who “came too late to behold for himself the drama of
savage existence,” Indian Boyhood has been reprinted over twenty times, some editions
in foreign languages, rendering his story an enduring transnational, trans-generational
narrative of survivance.

“The coming of the border white man”: Diaspora in The Soul of the Indian
While Eastman wrote early works like Indian Boyhood (1902) and Red Hunters
and the Animal People (1904) for the dual purposes of preserving and sharing Dakota
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traditions with his growing family and a young white readership, his rhetoric becomes
increasingly ironized as he speaks to and writes for potentially sympathetic reformers.
While the sentimental style and anthropomorphic content of his earlier children’s books
resembles contemporaneous author Ernest Seton’s Wild Animals I have Known (1898),
the middle phase of Eastman’s writing career is marked by his assertive participation in
dynamic, transnational discursive networks with significant political stakes. Shifting from
the nostalgic romanticizing in his back-to-nature ideology for young readers, Eastman’s
maturing activist persona boldly states, “Christianity and modern civilization are opposed
and irreconcilable, and the spirit of Christianity and of our ancient religion is essentially
the same” (Soul 24). Eastman’s increasingly activist literary efforts unsettle the perpetui
inimicu (“perpetual enemies”) law of Christian-sanctioned colonization and offer an
alignment of faiths as a corrective to modern civilization.53 His nostalgic gaze at a
disappearing culture in Indian Boyhood becomes a critical gaze at the present, wherein
Indigenous epistemologies have enduring value for a troubled modern age.
As Eastman became increasingly involved with the Bureau of Indian Affairs
(BIA) and continued to gain recognition among white reformers, he also found himself
sparring with high-ranking, white officials within the federal government. Within these
contentious contexts, his “suit and tie” rhetorical performances became increasingly
visible as simulations of the dominant discourse. In October of 1907, Eastman and his
wife attended the 25th annual Lake Mohonk Conference of Friends of the Indian and
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This phrase comes from Sir Edward Coke’s opinion in Calvin’s Case(1608): “But a
perpetual enemy, though there be no wars by fire and sword between them, all infidels
are in law perpetual enemies, for the law presumes not that they will be converted, that
being remota potentia, a remote possibility, for between them, as with devils, whose
subjects they be, and the Christian, there is perpetual hostility, and can be no peace.”
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Other Dependent Peoples, a pro-allotment gathering of reformers coordinated by Albert
K. Smiley, a Quaker and member of the Board of Indian Commissioners. The guests
who stayed for the weekend at Smiley’s sprawling estate included “missionaries, high
officials of the Indian bureau, Protestant clergymen, writers, newspaper editors, and, once
in a while, even an Indian” (Wilson 31). Eastman delivered the opening address on “the
religious apathy of the Indian to-day.” In a rhetoric of indictment, Eastman reverses the
imperial gaze as he speaks for the Indian:
To-day he looks at the white religion as a mere business, as a profession, one of
the

professions of the white man that must be practiced just so; a salary is

attached to it; a collection must be taken; everything must be paid for; if

you

pray loud, if you have a good voice to pray with you get more pay; he who can
entertain the audience best gets good pay. This is the position of my Indian to-day
who is educated, who has been all over Europe, all over this country, and has
taken an external view of you, just the same as your snap-shot judgment of his
knife and tomahawk. (176)
Free from wistful longings for the past, this speech illustrates a firm grounding in an
active, ongoing, present-tense today. By challenging stereotypes of “back-to-the-blanket
Indians” with an image of the willfully mobile, cosmopolitan intellectual, he reverses the
gaze upon his mostly-wealthy, mostly-white audience. Through a disorientation of the
colonial center and subsequent disruption to its secure site of unilinear surveillance,
Eastman challenges the settler regime’s claims to Christian compassion.54 This stage of
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It seems worth noting that Eastman’s speech was followed by that of ethnologist Alice
Fletcher who concludes her speech by calling on conference goers to fight for
administrative reform so as to protect the Indian “from the superior race” (179).
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his career is marked by similar unabashed critiques of Christian capitalism as a
performed tool that enables an accumulation of material wealth and disavowal of colonial
violence. With a growing awareness of the interwoven political institutions of education
and religion that shore up “the white man’s power,” East turned his focus from
pedagogical to spiritual practice. In this section, I consider Eastman’s critique of modern
Christianity as public performance, thereby challenging the rhetoric of civilization
projects and dispossession while bringing into relief the moral vitality of unmediated
Indigenous spiritual practices.
In the early twentieth century, Eastman was negotiating between stereotypes of
exclusivity and invitations to collectivity. After his experience, as a young boy, fleeing
across the invisible border of the expanding US and Canadian empires to escape violence,
he was often crossing national and tribal borders. Violent conflict, broken treaties, and
destitute reservations were commonalities among tribes who shared the trauma of
devastating losses in lives, lands, and culture. During these middle years, Eastman
participated in local, tribe-specific activities like fighting for Santee land claims cases and
studying the Ojibwe bands at Leech, Cass, and Red lakes. He was almost always on the
move, an embodiment of self-determined migration in resistance to colonial confinement.
While Eastman’s efforts were grounded in the realities of these failing systems of
governance, his call for partial assimilation, particularly the in the form of US citizenship,
rests uneasily with contemporary critics who cite his opposition to tribal sovereignty. But
seeking legal protections through US citizenship was not necessarily coterminous with
diminishing tribal sovereignty. Harnessing the legal power of colonizer law could aid
tribes’ various struggles against dispossession.
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Refusing borders of the nation-state and organizing for a common cause, Eastman
sought to unify tribes through sites of commonality or, “cosmopolitan localisms” that
“aim at the communal not as a universal model but as a universal connector” (Mignolo
275). As early as 1894, his inter-tribal, transnational perspective was surely informed by
his administrative work with the YMCA, when he travelled extensively throughout the
US and Canada to gather recommendations for the international organization.
Increasingly active with the education reform movement, he initiated a YMCA Indian
summer school which he advertised with a brochure written in both English and Siouan.
Though bible study bracketed the day within a missionary framework, Eastman
foregrounded the need for physical time spent outdoors. Though he attacked the profitseeking and racializing aspects of Christianity, he also spoke to its universalizing
potential in actual, compassionate practice. Addressing an International Convention of
YMCAs in 1895, he stated, “I sometimes forget my color when I stand before audiences.
And then I sometimes wish we were color blind; how much easier it would be for us to
do Christian work” (Wilson 88). His suggestion for a vital coexistence—“a way to
compose the common world,” to borrow Bruno Latour’s phrase—becomes a salient
characteristic in Eastman’s activism. As a result of this pluralist orientation, his writing
often reflects the perspective of a “cosmopolitan patriot”—someone who “can entertain
the possibility of a world in which everyone is a rooted cosmopolitan, attached to a home
of one's own, with its own cultural particularities, but taking pleasure from the presence
of other, different places that are home to other, different people” (Appiah 618).
Intervening with a national narrative that consigned Natives to the past while also erasing
or whitewashing their histories, Eastman and other self-identifying “Red Progressives”
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formed an alliance that would become the Society of American Indians (SAI). The efforts
to create such an inter-tribal organization required the courage to face potential charges
of conspiracy that might be leveled from a mostly non-Native Indian bureau.55 Eastman
already knew that he had become, in the words of his own benefactor Frank Wood, the
“finest object-lesson of what Christianity and education will do for the Indian” (qtd. in
Wilson 40).56
A testimony of Dakota philosophy prefaced and interspersed with references to
Euro-American authors and ideologies, The Soul of the Indian: An Interpretation,
published in 1911, emerges during this middle stage of Eastman’s prolific career. During
this time, he was on the verge of heightened engagement with organizations like the Boy
Scouts and SAI, groups that collapsed tribal differences into the singular category of
“Indian” and encouraged cross-cultural engagement. Though biographer Raymond
Wilson suggests that Eastman’s purpose in writing The Soul of the Indian “appears to
have been his need to reaffirm his identity with the past, rather than to explain that past to
a white society” (135), I believe Eastman’s sense of exigency was borne from his
awareness of the kairotic moment

from which he was writing, an era when Progressive-
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Wilson writes, “As early as 1899, Eastman, his brother John, and the Reverend
Sherman Coolidge, an Arapaho Episcopal minister, had discussed the possibilities of
organizing such a group but decided against it because such a body might be
misunderstood by Indians and Whites and would undoubtedly cause the Indian bureau to
view as conspiratorial a meeting of educated Indians” (155). In The Indian To-day,
Eastman states, “the official sin Washington and I the field are sensitive to criticism, nor
are they accustomed to allowing the Indian a voice in his own affairs. Furthermore,
many of the most progressive red men are enlisted in the Government service, which
would make their position a very difficult one in case of friction with the authorities”
(53).
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Wood made this statement in a letter to Dorchester, July 18, 1890, Bureau of Indian
Affairs, Record Group 75, Letters Received.
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era organizations could support environmental education (informed, at least in part, by
Indigenous philosophies) and accomplish meaningful changes in federal Indian policy.
His participation at the First Universal Races Congress, hosted by the University of
London in July 1911, further illustrates his activist zeal and cosmopolitan outlook. As
representative of the North American Indian among fifty-three different nationalities,
Eastman’s suggestion during the conference that the term “universal brotherhood” might
be preferable to “Christianity” was well-received (Wilson 152-3). Just a few months later,
in October of 1911, Eastman attended the first meeting of the SAI, an inter-tribal
organization that included non-Native associate members like W.E.B. Dubois, whom
Eastman had met in London. Far from supporting complete assimilation, The Soul of the
Indian resists the master narrative of loud-praying Christian civilization with descriptions
of an extra-linguistic, non-hierarchal, and unmediated spirituality worth acculturating into
the colonial-settler society.
Though Eastman could take advantage of Progressive era momentum, many
aspects of Indigenous religion were deemed illegal in the early twentieth century (and
would remain so until Congress passed The American Indian Religious Freedom Act in
1978). Publishing a text celebrating Native religion could be a risky business, and
whether intentional or not, Eastman borrows some aesthetic strategies from Dubois’ The
Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches (1903). The most obvious connection is the
insinuation in each author’s title of a hermeneutic authority in speaking for souls,
implying a universal possession that transcends color lines. Eastman explains in his
foreword that his purpose is “to paint the religious life of the typical American Indian as
it was before he knew the white man . . . in order to emphasize its universal quality, its
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personal appeal” (ix-xii). He laments that the various registers of colonial contact have
led to what he calls a “transition period, when the original beliefs and philosophy of the
native American were already undergoing rapid disintegration” (x-xi). Just as Dubois’
work anticipated Pan-Africanism, so does Eastman adopt a Pan-Indian approach, wherein
the cosmopolitan universal challenges settler hierarchies of raced exclusion. His choice of
the article the in The Soul of the Indian, in both its discursive positions, ascribes a
universal singularity in eliding inter-tribal differences while also distinguishing Eastman
himself from a non-Native reader. As he distances himself from white readers, his
choice of the word soul also interpellates all readers who, directed by Christian doctrine,
believe in their own possession of a soul.57
The possession of a soul becomes a site for both collection and dispersion as
Eastman catalogues the consequences of colonial contact that resulted from “the coming
of the border white man” (42). This deliberate destabilization of the colonial center and
inversion of the periphery coaxes readers to both inhabit and detach themselves from
their Anglo-Christian identities and consider the complexities of their claims to homeland
and nation. Thus, Eastman ascribes a border status that forces an alterity onto the white
reader. Despite the term soul in the title, Eastman uses it only eight times compared to his
selection of the word spirit some 65 times. These subtle semantic choices point to
Eastman’s insistence, albeit couched within the familiar legibility of the English
language, in using the term that most accurately reflects the Lakotas’ belief in Wakáŋ
Taŋká. Variously translated as The Great Mystery, or, The Great Spirit, Eastman’s
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Formalized debates of whether or not Indigenous Peoples had souls and the
consequential immorality of imperial conquest and enslavement can be traced to
arguments between de la Casas and Sepulveda at Valladolid in the mid-sixteenth century.
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repeated reference to spirit as something “that pervades all creation” challenges the
monotheism of Christianity while suggesting a cosmology of mono-naturalism that might
pull readers back from their uncomfortable position at the border and secure them in the
collectivity of the book itself (14). The narrative’s diminishing of political categories and
situatedness prior to settler conceptions of patriotic national belonging opens a space for
Eastman’s articulation of an unbounded collective that incorporates non-human beings in
familial, reciprocal relations.
The frontmatter of The Soul of the Indian further blurs and unsettles the
savage/civilized dialectic that underscored the colonial project. Eastman’s self-posed
photograph (fig. 2), aptly named The Vision, includes the bracketed subtext “posed by the

Figure 2.2: Frontmatter in The Soul of the Indian
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author,” thereby colliding consumable object with agentive subject in a carefully
constructed aesthetic. First, Eastman’s only attire is a war bonnet, a traditional headdress
indicating tribal status through an accumulation of experiences that illustrate courage. In
addition to cultural power, his chosen pose and lack of attire (no suit or tie here) reveal a
healthy physique, an embodied vitality that pushes against the image of the sickly and
diseased Indigenous body in colonial circulation.58 His upward gaze and relaxed
countenance suggest an easy peace and endurance. His dedication of the literary work to
his non-Native wife Elaine, whom he admires for “her most Indian-like virtues,” further
topples the hierarchy of determined categorical identities and suggests the possibility of
reverse assimilation.
Just as Dubois had done with each chapter’s epigraph in The Souls of Black Folk,
Eastman prefaces his work with three verses, all from Euro-Western poets—Sidney
Lanier (1842-81), Thomas Campbell (1777-1844), and Samuel Taylor Coleridge (17721834). From his self-styling as representative Indian, to his reverse-assimilated wife, to
his evidence of a university education, Eastman troubles normative racial taxonomies and
concepts of unilinear assimilation. Though Gale Coskan-Johnson suggests that the
frontmatter in Soul “establishes [Eastman’s] credentials . . . as an Indian, as a cultured
man, and as a reformist Christian with an Enlightenment education” (123), her focus on
his autobiographical grounding in Christianity obscures the pluralist approach that
Eastman constructs here. In textual terms both linguistic and visual, he self-identifies as

58

Each author presents, I believe, a description of his or her own physical and mental
vitality as correctives to these stereotypes in colonial discourse.
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a semi-acculturated soul-possessing Indian who prefaces a tract on Indigenous religion
with canonical Euro-American poetry, thereby challenging multiple stereotypes.
These verses might be read as part of a part of a literary apparatus designed to
ease the reader into the tricky business of the content—a comparative analysis of
Christian and Indigenous religions. Although the quoted poets are conventionally
Romantic in their divine views of nature, the selected verses also foreground a musicality
in the extra-linguistic and cross-species exchange that introduces Eastman’s skepticism in
spoken language (“if you pray loud”) while acknowledging the sacred nature of a
boundless yet shared cosmology. The quote Eastman selects from American poet Sidney
Lanier’s “The Symphony” (1875) begins with the declaration: “I speak for each notongued tree,” a perhaps not-so-nuanced move of Eastman’s conflation with the speaker
as one who interprets the legibility and intention of a sacred, “nobler” natural world.
Though the reader does not see the poem in its entirety, Eastman’s Western-educated
reader would likely be aware of the poem’s overall structure and message—the
musicality of the natural world is preferable to the monotony of material modernism—a
guiding theme throughout Soul. The quote from Scotch poet Thomas Campbell’s
“Hallowed Ground” (1825) also invokes an aural image with cosmic resonance: “Th’
harmonious spheres/ Make music, though unheard their pealing/By mortal ears!” (lines
76-78). The final quote, an amalgamation of lines from Samuel Coleridge’s “Hymn
Before Sunrise, in the Vale of Chamouny” (1802), brings the reader to a hyper-sensory
series of exclamatory climaxes:
God! Sing ye meadow streams with gladsome voice!
Ye pine-groves, with your soft and soul-like sounds!

108

Ye eagles, playmates of the mountain storm!
Ye lightnings, the dread arrows of the clouds!
Ye signs and wonders of the elements,
Utter forth God, and fill the hills with praise! . . .
Earth, with her thousand voices, praises GOD! (lines 60-61, 66-69, 85)
Through the decidedly Christian overtones of the Euro-American verse in The Soul of the
Indian’s frontmatter, Eastman cautiously introduces an extra-linguistic cosmology that he
develops through an Indigenous ontology in the pages that follow.
In a show of meekness that echoes Dubois’ presentation of his “little book” in the
“forethought” to The Souls of Black Folk, Eastman explains his intention in the foreword:
“my little book does not pretend to be a scientific treatise. It is as true as I can make it to
my childhood teaching and ancestral ideals, but from the human, not the ethnological
standpoint” (xii). In his characteristic push-and-pull rhetorical style of highlighting his
raced position and reliance on memory to welcoming the reader to a universally human,
unraced center, he closes the foreword with a direct address. The active voice, parallel
construction, and repetition of the first-person collective pronoun yokes together writer
and reader, pulpit-style:
We of the twentieth century know better! We know that all religious aspiration,
all sincere worship, can have but one source and one goal. We know that the
God of the lettered and the unlettered, of the Greek and barbarian, is after all the
same God. (xiii)
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Though Eastman elides religious differences in an assertion of a universal monotheism,
the rest of his work complicates this perspective. In his distinctions between the “natural”
and “artificial” life, he associates civilization with “the artificial,” lamenting that he “now
worship[s] with the white man before a painted landscape whose value is estimated in
dollars! Thus the Indian is reconstructed, as the natural rocks are ground to powder, and
made into artificial blocks which may be built into the walls of modern society” (88).
His comparative approach pulls together positions of Indigenous and Christian ontologies
into a kind of syncretism and then pushes them apart, suggesting the fundamental
differences between them are rooted in modern age materialism. He implicates himself as
both participant and victim in the capitalism that undergirds the expansion of the settler
colonial nation-state. The trappings of material culture—the “painted landscape,”
“dollars,” “powder,” and “walls,”—evoke a manufactured aesthetic yoked with the logics
of civilization projects, thereby challenging readers’ faith in assimilation’s inherent
cultural erasure, wage-economy, grinding destruction, and racial exclusion.
But Eastman also suggests correctives to an understanding of the nation as
structurally connected to materialism through a listing of historical movements that
embraced an anti-materialist worldview. In the first chapter, he adopts a pluralist
orientation that includes Indigenous religion as only one of many religions that have
questioned the repercussions and complications of consumer capitalism:
The native American has been generally despised by his white conquerors for his
poverty and simplicity. They forget, perhaps, that his religion forbade the
accumulation of wealth and the enjoyment of luxury. To him, as to other singleminded men in every age and race, from Diogenes to the brothers of Saint
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Francis, from the Montanists to the Shakers, the love of possessions has appeared
a snare, and the burdens of a complex society a source of needless peril and
temptation. (10)
His invocation of Diogenes, the original “citizen of the world” cosmopolitan, situates him
and other Indigenous peoples among philosophers who not only preached but practiced
against the dangers in material greed and blind nativism. As further resistance to the
tenets of capitalism, Eastman describes the economy of the gift in Native societies, where
it “was the rule of his life to share the fruits of his skill and success with his less fortunate
brothers” (10). As Tova-Cooper explains, the tribal practices of giving property away, or
destroying it after ones’ death, as well as a lack of concern for acquiring wealth offended
the Lockean logic of many colonial settlers who sought to own and enclose property as a
“natural,” albeit racialized right (7).
Contrapuntal to the persuasive power in speaking and praying loudly, the core
chapters of The Soul of the Indian repeat Eastman’s recognition of the limits of speech in
favor of silent ritual in the solitude of nature. “Because all speech is of necessity feeble
and imperfect,” Eastman explains, worship “was solitary, because they believed that He
is nearer to us in solitude, there were no priests authorized to come between a man and
his Maker” (4). Despite the present tense of the dependent clause’s introductory premise,
the dominant past tense creates a tension between an imagined vanished past and the
continued weakness of the very language that constitutes the text. Moments of narrative
uncertainty, though rarer as Eastman matures, still emerge in these textual spaces of
contested and indeterminate temporality.
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While shifts in verb tense and pronoun referents reveal Eastman’s oscillation
between objectifying ethnographer and story-telling subject of survivance, he echoes
Indian Boyhood in his sentimental descriptions of an animistic ontology that blurs
divisions between human and non-human subjects. In a present perfect, still ongoing
tense of survivance, he affirms the pedagogical and spiritual value of non-human animals
in human pregnancy and motherhood:
This wild mother has not only the experience of her mother and grandmother, and
the accepted rules of her people for a guide, but she humbly seeks to learn from
ants, bees, spiders, beavers, and badgers. She studies the family life of birds, so
exquisite in its emotional intensity and its patient devotion, until she seems to feel
the universal mother-heart beating in her own breast. In due time the child takes
of his own accord the attitude of prayer and speaks reverently of the Powers. He
thinks that he is a blood brother to all living creatures. . . (33)
These private practices (at least, in human terms) foreground responsibilities (rather than
rights) that nurture inter-dependent relationships among humans and other-than-human
kinship networks and inform an ongoing ecological citizenship. Christopher Pexa
describes Eastman’s articulation “of an individual citizenship as grounded in richly
storied and felt relationships to Indigenous homelands . . . . [that] reanimates what
property discourses of federal Indian law and US citizenship rendered as lifeless”
(“Citizen Kin” 7). The Soul of the Indian outlines an eco-conscious spiritual and physical
vitality, a kind of rapturous quickening, that offered meaningful experiences in an
ambivalent secular age.
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Eastman had travelled enough—from the neglected Santee reservation, to a region
in Canada declared a province while he was living the wild life there, to crossing the
Atlantic and back again, to repeatedly crossing national, state, and territorial lines—to
recognize the multiplication and strange significance of boundaries and borders. His
vision of an unbounded, inclusive nation that refuses borders extended to inter-tribal
exchange. During this middle stage in his career, records of his increasing interactions
with traditional enemies of the Dakota, the Obijway, reveal his growing respect for their
ways of life and resistance to assimilation.59 He closes The Soul of the Indian with a
story of “twin spirits” to unite across ancient tribal rivalries and, upon meeting for the
firwst time, “embrace one another with unusual fervor” (170). It is with this image that
Eastman closes his tract on Indigenous spirituality. His final writing years would reflect
confidence in his position as an activist-ethnographer who celebrates tribal differences
and insists on the integration of Indigenous ontologies in an increasingly fragmented
America.

Writing Plural and Dynamic Pasts into a Vision of the Future
To fully appreciate the complexity of Eastman’s writing and activism throughout
his career, we must situate him within the dynamic constellation of political, economic,
and literary discourses at the turn of the twentieth century. Gerald Vizenor acknowledges
Eastman’s tenuous position as a writer among the “first generation to hear the stories of
59

Aside from the conclusion to Soul, an account of these interactions includes “A Canoe
Trip Among the Northern Objiways” in the Carlisle Industrial School’s publication The
Red Man 3 (Feb 1910). Eastman also write a fictional account of an Algonquin girl in
“The Song of the Birch Canoe” in The Craftsman 23.1 (Oct 1912): 3-11. See also
chapter 11, “Back to the Woods” in From the Deep Woods to Civilization.
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the past, bear the horrors of the moment, and write to the future” (51). After helping to
found the SAI In 1911, Eastman often wrote for their serial, American Indian Magazine,
a publication edited, for a time, by fellow contributor Zitkala Ša. He witnessed the failure
of the Dawes Act and worked for the Santee land claims cases, even appearing before the
House sub-committee in 1916 on their behalf. Little, Brown, and Company published his
continuing self-narrative, From the Deep Woods to Civilization, that same year. Though
he had worked for anti-racism and cross-racial alliance, there were still racial boundaries
he could not cross.
Eastman navigated these exclusionary racial taxonomies as he worked to ascend
the ranks in the BIA, an ill-managed and complicated bureaucracy that all-too-often
performed benevolence while it sought material gain. In 1913, Eastman learned that he
was under consideration for the position of Commissioner, but he soon found that the
powerful office went instead to Cato Sells. A white Texan who was eager to make profit
(ostensibly for the benefit of Indian Country) from lands held in trust, Cato controlled the
BIA under both terms of Woodrow Wilson’s administration. That same year, Eastman
and his family created a summer camp for girls in New Hampshire. Advertised as a camp
that “included genuine Indian activities and instruction conducted by a ‘Real Indian,” the
cost-prohibitive experience likely kept the attendees homogenously white and upper-class
(Wilson 151).60 Though successful for a few years, the Eastman family enterprise
ultimately failed. Eastman also suffered personal setbacks when his opera-singing
daughter Irene died in 1918 and he officially divorced from Elaine in 1921.
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The cost was $200 for two months and required the girls provide most of their own
equipment, including camp outfits (Wilson 151). Most inflation table place that amount
of just shy of $5,000 today.
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In his final years of publishing, Eastman turned his energies to the battleground of
history while keeping an eye to the future. Perhaps one of the most influential figures in
persuading Eastman to engage with explicitly ethnographic representations of American
Indians was relic-hunting archaeologist and sympathetic reformist Warren King
Moorehead. Little has been written about the relationship between the two men—
Wilson’s biography devotes a single page to discussing it, but the men communicated via
letters, collaborated in at least one literary project, and favorably reviewed one another’s
work. When the Indian Service assigned Eastman as government physician to the Pine
Ridge Reservation, he must have met Moorehead who was under contract with Illustrated
American to write about the Ghost Dance in the weeks leading up to the Wounded Knee
massacre. While Moorehead participated in preparing Pre-Columbian exhibits at the
1893 World Exposition, Indigenous activists like Simon Pokagon used the platform to
speak to white audiences and create relationships with politicians who might listen to
legal grievances. Eastman was almost surely aware of these interventions and realized
that he could exercise a degree of agency over Indigenous representations by the
dominant race. When Moorehead published The American Indian in the United States,
1850-1914, he consulted Eastman in the text’s production, paying him $50 and referring
to him, picture and all, nearly a dozen times throughout the work. That same year,
Eastman published The Indian To-Day which Moorehead reviewed as a work that
“presents within convenient compass all that the public should know regarding our red
brothers” (430). Both works were published, reviewed, and sold at the same time,
situating the men and their subjects in dialogue with each other in the literary
marketplace.
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By all extant accounts, the men were friendly and professional in their exchanges.
Both worked for museums, and both were active in the politics of the BIA. In his struggle
to ascend the ranks in governmental positions and affect change from within, Eastman
served the Santee Sioux’s struggle for land claims, and Roosevelt appointed him to help
Hamlin Garland with the Sioux renaming project to secure those claims in 1903. Soon
after, in 1909, Roosevelt appointed Moorehead to the board of commissioners for the
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), where he fought to expose corrupt Indian Agents and
fight for tribal land claims. Eastman’s ability to shift among the rhetorical sites of unraced ethnographer, representative intellectual Indian, and traditional Sioux warrior
provide an interesting comparison and counterpoint to the archeological activities and
published works of Moorehead.
In these final years, Eastman fought for some corrective control in crafting the
history of Indigenous peoples. The Indian To-Day: The Past and Future of the First
American (1915) is part anthropology, part political tract. The work appeared in a series
titled The American Books: A Library of Good Citizenship which was “designed as a
series of authoritative manuals, discussing problems of interest in America to-day.”
Accordingly, Eastman’s writing style and narrative voice reflect “conventional
vocabularies of rights and obligations” (Pexa “Citizen Kin” 8-9). His chapters progress
from “The Indian as He Was” to “The Indian’s Gifts to the Nation” with chapters inbetween systematically speaking back to stereotypes in colonial discourse and covering a
range of topics—Indian Wars, the agency system, reform groups, mission schools,
domestic life, citizenship, higher education, health, craftsmanship, and heroes, to name a
few. Despite the lengthy list, the chapters are short and concise, written largely with a
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first-person authority of active voice. He concludes the work with an assertion in the
collective voice: “In the mad rush for wealth we have too long overlooked the
foundations of our national welfare” (70). This portrayal of modern materialism as a
threat to national health situates Eastman within the discursive space of national
citizenship. His final essays consider how Indigenous ontologies can inform intersections
of national, physical, and spiritual vitality in an uncertain age.
The turn of the twentieth century witnessed the widespread occurrence of
neurasthenia among American intellectuals. Speaking to these fears, Eastman underlines
what he perceives as the ills of modernity in the 1921 article from Education. Many of
the anxieties of the modern age, he argues, are due to spending too much time in highly
manufactured spaces where mass-production of poor-quality material goods has rendered
people weak and nervous. His brief essay with the inquiring title “What Can the Out-ofDoors Do for Our Children?” laments that “the trouble with civilized morality is that it is
canned and stiff” (599). He contemplates further that “most civilizations die of a nerve
collapse because they have shut the fresh air out, because out-of-doors is cut out” (600).
As he catalogues the deleterious effects of modernity on the individual citizen and
insinuates the dangers to the body politic, he also claims the role of nativist historian. In
a significant departure from the acculturated persona in Indian Boyhood who innocuously
outlines the physical and moral benefits in fasting, Eastman’s article for Education
presents a thinly-veiled warning in its call to out-of-door living:
The people who lived here thousands of years ago had physical knowledge above
ours, so far as the physical nature and habits of man are concerned. The Indian
used to eat one meal a day. Why, in some of the tribes, if a man were to run for
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two or three days, he would be allowed to eat but one meal, and that in the
evening . . .Your whole body can be accustomed to one thing or to another. Your
race will continue as long as you practice that kind of living. (601)
This reminder of deep pre-contact histories compels us to provincialize, at least
momentarily, the relatively recent history of imperial frameworks of Indigenous
dispossession. As Eastman presents Dakota philosophies as an alternative to settler
material cultures, he critiques the legacies of colonialism. This pluralist imagining
includes multiple communities who work towards composing a common world, one that
implies an ecological responsibility, both publicly and privately, in the kinship-bound
appreciation and equitable management of resources.
Though Eastman’s prolific career includes ostensibly assimilationist ideologies,
his consistent valuing of Indigenous stories and practices suggest a reverse-assimilation
wherein the settler state has rendered itself dependent on the very knowledge systems it
sought to erase. Through a self-determined migratory life that refused boundaries and
containment, Eastman advocated for an Indigenous-led out-of-doors movement that could
counter the ills of the modern age.
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CHAPTER 3
TINY TAPS AND NOISY HACKS: ZITKALA SA’S POLITICS OF SOUND
The man stoops over the black hole he has made in that pearly river shell and draws up a
heavy pail. Apparently satisfied, he turns away into the narrow path by which he came.
Unconscious is he of the river’s dream, which he may have disturbed; forgetful too, of
the murmuring water-songs he has not released through his tiny tapping!
Zitkala Ša, “The Indian Dance: A Protest Against its Abolition” (1902)
If we simply pay attention or, better, give a listen— our metaphors of knowledge are
fundamentally ocularcentric—we can begin to comprehend how the emergences of
European imperial orders and the concomitant rise of political democracies have also
been matters of the ear. Sound studies have heightened our attention to what we might
call auditory significance, to the power and effect of sound’s production and its reception
in the formation of social and political orders.
Roldano and Olaniyan, Audible Empire: Music, Global Politics, Critique (2016)
In her address to the Society of American Indians in 1919, Dakota artist-activist
Gertrude Bonnin who had chosen the pen name Zitkala Ša, declared that consciousness,
“a rational mind with which to see all the wonders of the universe,” was “the greatest gift
in life” (qtd. Davidson and Norris 213). In the epigraph above, her frustration with those
who are “unconscious” manifests in the description of the man at the frozen river’s edge,
a figure for the settler regime who forced assimilation upon “the soul of the present day
Indian.” As his tiny taps turn into noisy hacks, “Nature seems to humor the whim by
allowing so much as a square inch of the crystal to be broken” (17). Framed within this
image of a vainly hacking and hissing man who follows a “narrow path,” Zitkala Ša
narrates the core of her protest essay through a familiar trope—a detached and ironic

vision of cross-cultural comparisons—wherein she considers the music and dance of
Anglo rituals alongside those of Indigenous Peoples. From her seemingly objective
position of inquiring ethnologist, she evokes the readers’ perception of music and dance
as fundamentally strange and highly subjective customs, regardless of racial or cultural
origin. Returning from her vision, she leaves the “river-hackers” at the “river’s brink,”
reminding her readers “that God has allotted a place in his vast universe for each of his
creatures, both great and small—just as they are” (17). Within the sonic dissonance of the
taps, hacks, and hisses of the colonial project, she refers to allotment in transnational,
Christian-centered terms that render her defense an argument not only for Indigenous
religious practices but tenuous land claims as well.
Within the cultural logics of settler colonization, sound and music have deeply
imperial roots that often seek to overwrite place-specific histories that legitimize
Indigenous connections to land. In order to further deteriorate pre-colonial geo-spatial
attachments, sonic politics regulate and control human bodies upon coveted or disputed
land. In their introduction to Audible Empire, Roldano and Olaniyan consider the
“ordering effect” of village bells in nineteenth century France, denoting their sounds as a
“source of contest over Roman Catholic and New Republic definitions of time” (2).
Similar agentive properties of sounds and music also figure prominently in Zitkala Ša’s
diverse oeuvre. In “School Days of an Indian Girl” (1900), her scathing narrative of the
brutality and injustice in government-run assimilationist education, she opens with the
“loud metallic voice” of bells “crashing through the belfry into our sensitive ears,” a
dominant image for the militaristic mechanization and dehumanization in the compulsory
boarding school system (52). As alternatives to the temporal and spatial regulations of the

dominant geo-political order, and especially in their implications of an anterior position
within the national narrative, Indigenous rituals and stories about sounding out become
acts of sonic sovereignty that assert ongoing land claims and self-determination. Situated
specifically in its historical context, both silence and sound become entangled with the
“cacophonies of colonialism,” a coinage from Jodi Byrd (Chickasaw) that refers to
“cacophonous discourses which represent and suppress ongoing colonization” (v). Within
these tenuous sites of conflicting power relations, sound measures and orders the
temporalities of everyday life—it conflates with ocular forms of surveillance to manage
and control. With this relationship between eye and ear in mind, this chapter reads closely
for imagery associated with both anatomical structures, especially for their metonymic
representations and subsequent implications. At stake is an appreciation for how sound
informs human-environmental relations and mobilizes place-based movements.
Perhaps due to the superior status of sight in Western thought, a position that
might be traced to Augustinian conceptions of divine vision and further amplified by the
optics of our own digital age, sound studies did not emerge as an scholarly field until the
1970’s. More recently, scholars like Michele Friedner, Stefan Helmreich, and Nina Sun
Eidsheim have considered the materiality of sound. Through a consideration of sonic
experience as “intermaterial vibrational practice,” sound events become material, tactile,
and agentive in their capacity to create ongoing relationships, both inter- and intrapersonal (Eidsheim 3). In his recent consideration of the concept becoming sound,
Dustin Tahmahkera (Comanche) points to his dual interest “in the interdependent
relations between emitting sound as the formations of sonic vibrations in the air and
becoming sound as a method toward restoring good health through cultural ways of
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listening and healing.” Similarly, I am interested in the role of sound not only as agentive
material in colonial management, but also in the subversive forms of Indigenous music
and dance that sustain connections between human bodies and places. Within this
framework of exploration, the reciprocity in hearing and interpreting are part of the
vibrational matrix wherein sound is both epistemological and territorial, blurring
boundaries between human and non-human beings. Within struggles for Indigenous
rights and environmental justice, there is no shortage of recent events that illustrate the
subversive potential in sonic politics to disrupt or reinforce hierarchies of power.61
Attempts to silence or control Indigenous soundways and sever their humanenvironmental connections can be traced to the beginnings of settler-colonial contact and
its emergent forms of dispossessive governance.62
A sensory approach to literature foregrounds the role of tangible sensations as
vehicles for critiquing the abstractions of colonial ideologies and resisting their
consequences. As Walter Ong points out, “the sensorium is a fascinating focus for
cultural studies” (6). By focusing on sound as a crucial experiential element in affirming
living contact with place, the contours of sonic politics become intimate and ecological,
providing a site for speaking back to colonialism. In addition to scholarship that
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Two recent examples: In 2014, Greg Grey Cloud (Crow Creek Sioux) was arrested for
singing a Lakota honor song of gratitude in the Senate Chamber after the bill to approve
construction of the Keystone Pipeline failed to garner enough votes. More recently, law
enforcement assaulted drumming and singing water protectors at Standing Rock with
Long Range Acoustic Devices (LRADs). For another example of an honor song
supporting protectors against extraction capitalism, see and listen to this video related to
the struggle of the Elispogtog First Nation in Halifax:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dmYsJ8sKULY
62
Before 1492, the Crusades is the most obvious example of this church-sanctioned
genocide; also the Requerimiento in 1513; Valladolid Debate (de la Casas v. Sepulveda)
in 1550-1.
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investigates Zitkala Ša’s resistance to colonial power, sound studies present largely
unexplored possibilities for appreciating the environmental relations and cultural
resilience that sounds can generate. Because sound and silence are interdependent forces,
my consideration of sound and sounding intersects with Elizabeth Wilkinson’s
compelling analysis of Zitkala Ša’s strategic deployment of silence and silencing in
several ways. Both rhetorical strategies can unsettle readers within a non-normative
space that “generate[s] a scenario in which unauthorized and unexpected information can
emerge: information meant to transform” (35). As I noted in chapter two, Charles
Eastman acknowledged the shortcomings of human speech and often depicted silence as
part of a sensory-guided spiritual life, a critical counterpoint to hypocritical settlers who
“speak loudly.” In a similar critique of the ethnocentrism in settler hegemony, Zitkala
Ša’s unconscious man is but one of “a race of strangers” who taps (and later “hack! hack!
hack[s]!”) at the river’s ice. Both author-activists undermine the stereotype of the “silent
Indian” by rendering silence an ontological choice, a source of mindful awareness and
moral strength. Wilkinson also notes (through a reference to Heid Erdrich’s study) that
silence is a deliberate act, “a force equal to character in stories” (qtd. 37). Like silence,
sound—as agentive force and vital material—creates a constellation of relations through
the affective and epistemological process of listening. Consequently, I, like Wilkinson,
consider how these rhetorical strategies can align with or alienate readers’ conditioned
expectations. In addition to considering figures of sound as objects of knowledge, I
extend this exploration vis à vis Nina Eidsheim’s notion of sound as event and vibrational
practice, thereby arguing for its value not only in constructing meaning but also in its
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ongoing potential to shore up or undo settler narratives of national origin and their
concomitant claims to Indigenous lands.
Music presents a particularly potent arrangement of sounds and soundings. In
Imagining Native America in Music, Michael Pisani argues for the need to acknowledge
music as a “contributor not only to the social history of America, but to the creation of its
folkways and myths as well” (2). At the end of the nineteenth century, songs like “My
Country Tis o’ Thee” (also known as “America”) and “Ten Little Injuns” gained national
currency through patriotic displays and minstrel shows.63 At the same time, the
emergence of an American music industry was conscripted by the reciprocal forces of
nativist fear and imperial nostalgia. Images of blood and soil in music produced and
distributed for mass consumption often informed the confusing and uneven development
of white settler origin narratives. Verdi’s opera Aïda and Dvořák’s New World Symphony
evoked longings for homeland and affirmed the imperial narrative of progress delivered
through new world rhetoric. As music scholar and journalist Tom Huizenga recently
noted, “When Dvořák came to America in 1892, the Pledge of Allegiance was new. So
were Carnegie Hall and Edison's wax cylinders.” Already famous in Europe, Dvořák was
paid well by the National Conservatory of Music in New York “to help American
composers find their own voices and shake off the European sound.” Integrating sounds
from plantation spirituals and inspired by Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha (1855)—a
work Gerald Vizenor deemed “the sycophant of manifest manners in the literature of
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“Ten little Injuns,” a song about vanishing Indians, was taught to Native children at
boarding schools. See Unseen Tears: The Native American Boarding School Experience
in Western New York Part 1; Bonnin wrote “The Red Man’s America” as a parody of
“My Country Tis o Thee” in AIM (Jan-March 1917);
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dominance” —New World Symphony was described by contemporaneous critics as
“embodying the sentiment and romance derived from a residence in America and a study
of its native tone-expressions” (38; qtd. in Sweeney). As composers and producers of
music in places like New York’s Tin Pan Alley sought “an audible signature of
‘America,’ cast in the spectral voices of those once enslaved or recently conquered,”
Indigenous sounds could resist these imperial appropriations while asserting the
endurance of traditional cultural practices (Roldano and Olaniyan 6). Performances of
ritual song and dance, whether textual or embodied, openly defied federal suppression of
American Indian religions.64 Hence, both representations and performances of Indigenous
music and outlawed dances served to trouble the seemingly neat division between old
world and new in several ways. While they challenged settlers’ grappling for a sense of
primacy within the national narrative, they also resisted the “Vanishing Indian” myth and
maintained connections to traditional lands.
Within these assimilationist tensions of appropriation and prohibition, settler
colonialism selectively manipulated and integrated parts and pieces of Native cultures
into an emergent national image. Ostensibly for the goal of preservation (itself a
colonially-freighted term), various academic and commercial enterprises—
anthropological and ethnological research, Wild West shows, world fair exhibitions—
altered, named, and commodified an array of tribal traditions in their various material
manifestations, including song and dance. Offshoots of Longfellow’s The Song of
Hiawatha became staples of orchestral repertoires. Pisani points to the confusing and
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Many religious practices remained illegal until passage of the American Indian
Religious Freedom Act (1978) which recognized the earlier prohibitions’ violation of the
First Amendment.
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often contradictory relations between nativist whites and Native cultures when he writes
that “music did not simply contribute to a generic depiction of ‘Indians’ or ‘Indianness,’
but rather offered multiple views in which emphases shifted from century to century,
from decade to decade, from work to work, and, in some cases, even within individual
works” (2). Within this conflicted ambivalence, “Native peoples who continued to exist
polluted the colonial body from the colonizer’s perspective” (Smith 121). This
pure/polluted binary thinking surmises that a careful study and understanding of
Indigenous Peoples can prove an effective way to subsume them into dominant culture,
thereby rendering their trans-generational cultures both invisible and inaudible. Zitkala
Ša subverts this logic of elimination through her willingness to share Dakota legends,
which she deems “the old legends of America,” with a young, white audience. In the
preface to Old Indian Legends (1901), she invites and encourages “the blue-eyed little
patriot” to pursue “further study of Indian folklore” (xvi). Much like Eastman in the
works he would write in the years that follow, Zitkala Ša naturalizes a kind of reverse
assimilation, in which the invading colonizers could and should learn much from the
people who have inhabited the lands they have invaded and seek to occupy. Through her
deployment of music and dance as central signifying characters in her revisionist retelling
of Dakota legends, as well as her collaboration on the Sun Dance Opera (1913), Zitkala
Ša countered imperial appropriations and cultural prohibitions of Indigenous practices
while asserting the primary nativity of the “First American.”
With their origin in a collective and dynamic oral tradition, stories themselves are
examples of sounding out. Anishinaabe scholar Damien Lee notes that as the
embodiment of tribal relationships with ecologies, stories are
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the sounds of those relationships, and encoded within them are teachings that
tell us the ways to be Anishinaabe within a specific place. And when we voice
those stories, we locate ourselves as beings inseparable from the ecologies from
which we come, resonating a relationship that is not, and cannot be broken by
colonialism.
Similarly, Leanne Simpson explains, “our Elders tell us that everything we need to know
is encoded in the structure, content and context of these stories and the relationships,
ethics and responsibilities required to be our own Creation Story” (Dancing 33). As
recorders and transmitters of the audibility of ecological relationships, oral stories are
material in their vibration while also providing a narrative of material grounding for
transgenerational teachings. Stories and sounds, especially in their ceremonial
manifestations, fortify connections to land while presenting an alternative imagining of
pedagogy.
At the same time the stories in Old Indian Legends welcome the white readers to
benefit from Indigenous knowledge, they also remind those readers of their temporal
exclusion from the story’s origins. The stories’ representation of Indigenous sounds and
modes of hearing serve as both a critique of colonialism and a nuanced assertion of
ongoing Native relationships with place. Her rendition of the living stories naturalizes
Indigenous interdependence with lands, a relationship that stands in stark contrast to
settler-colonial desires to tame nature and celebrate freedom as ownership of land, not
reciprocal relations with it. Few scholars have thoroughly discussed the stories in Old
Indian Legends. In this chapter I look to the boarding school press for settler colonial
reactions to Indigenous song and dance before turning to the often-subtle sensory subtext
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in Zitkala Ša’s otherwise forthright defense of Indigenous land rights during the Dawes
era (1887-1934), a period of rampant Indigenous dispossession.

The Sound of Theft and the Theft of Sounds: Appropriation and Prohibition
As a Dakota, Zitkala Ša was raised to believe “the very origins of the people
[were] specifically tribal (nationalistic) and rooted in a specific geography (place)”
(Cook-Lynn 88). As signifying figures of sound, vocalization and instrumentation have
long and deeply embedded roles in cultural constructions of both secular and sacred ties
to place.65 These songs and their attendant rituals constitute an often-overlooked aspect of
the material histories in colonial violence.66 Since Pope Alexander VI’s 1493 Papal Bull
Inter Caetera (the Doctrine of Discovery) “heartily commend[ed] the praiseworthy
purpose” of expanding the Catholic faith, imperial conquests and settler regimes felt both
legally and morally justified in claiming already inhabited lands and demonizing
Indigenous cultures that impeded geographic expansion. This hierarchal orientation
helped codify the savage-civilized binary that reified with the suppression and abolition
of Indigenous religious practices. By the time Gertrude Bonnin was born on the Standing
Rock Reservation in 1876 (the same year as the Battle of the Greasy Grass, commonly
known as the Battle of Little Bighorn), federal policy had shifted from removal and
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I borrow the term “figure of sound” from Nina Sun Eidsheim who, playing with the
idea of a figure of speech, uses the term figure of sound to capture the process of
ossification, through which . . .an ever-shifting, relationally dependent phenomenon
comes to be perceived as a static object or incident” (2).
66
A notable example of the colonial violence in appropriating Indigenous song and ritual
is Philip Deloria’s Playing Indian. I depart from his work, however, by focusing on
Zitkala Sa’s use of sound as a decolonizing force both in her deployment of sound as a
critique of colonialism and her appropriation and recasting of European musical models
in various forms of Indigenous resistance and resurgence
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relocation to forced assimilation. Ideologies that supported property allotment were
undergirded by the individualist tenets of capitalism and a Lockean logic of productive
land labor and enclosure. Multi-lingual missionary schools on reservations were replaced
by off-reservation, government-run boarding schools with strictly enforced English-only
rules.
As potent sites of colonial control and cultural dismantling, the proliferation of
these schools implemented “a standardized curriculum that maintained Christian
elements,” often demanding a zero-sum assimilation to the material conditions of the
dominant Anglo culture, including a desire for private property ownership and
willingness to adopt European agricultural practices (Gueno).67 Removing the next
generation of Native children from their already traumatized families and forcibly
severing tribal ties left dwindling reservation lands even more vulnerable to squatters.
Motivated by misleading promises or coerced by outright threats of deprivations, families
were torn apart as children were taken far from their homes and traditional lifeways,
often for years at a time.68
The audibility of imperialism extended to the everyday, invading domestic spaces
and seeking to reorient tribal social structures. In conjunction with the forced removal of
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For more information on different ideologies and the “gradualist, evolutionary
approach” (versus zero-sum assimilation) used at schools like the Hampton Institute, see
Khalil Anthony Johnson Jr’s recent article “Problem Solver or ‘Evil Genius’: Thomas
Jesse Jones and The Problem of Indian Administration,” The Journal of Native American
and Indigenous Studies 5.2 (Fall 2018): 37-69).
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By 1889, Commissioner of Indian Affairs Thomas Morgan successfully lobbied
Congress to cut funding to all missionary schools and instead establish governmentcontrolled schools, mandate compulsory school attendance, and implement a
standardized curriculum that maintained Christian elements. Further legislation enabled
Morgan to withhold rations and annuities from Native American families to coerce the
school attendance of their children” (Gueno).
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children from their families, assimilation policies attacked the core of many Indigenous
ontologies through a prohibition of tribal beliefs and cultural practices. Worldviews that
manifested in challenges to the Enlightenment values of modernity—monotheism, social
contract theory, private property, unilateral views of democratic governance, capitalist
doctrines, and scientific views of the objectivity of reality—were carefully surveilled
with the goal of regulating them out of existence. In 1883, the federal government
created the Courts of Indian Offenses whose task was to enforce bans on Indigenous
religious practices, a suppression clearly at odds with the democratic values espoused by
the First Amendment. Called the “Rules for Indian Courts,” the prohibition decreed that
those engaged
in the sun dance, scalp dance, or war dance, or any other similar feast, so called,
shall be deemed guilty of an offense, and upon conviction thereof shall be
punished for the first offense by the withholding of his rations for not exceeding
ten days or by imprisonment for not exceeding ten days. (qtd. in Price)
On some reservations, agents forced the men to cut their hair and forbade generations-old
traditions involving ritual gift-giving. Any kind of communal gathering, particularly
those involving feasting and dancing, was deemed an attempt at subterfuge and
immorality.
Government-run boarding schools, carefully represented as bastions of
progressive Christian civilization, could counter the discordant sounds of violent
colonialism. In the decade following the Wounded Knee massacre, the final decade of the
nineteenth century, off-reservation boarding schools honed their militaristic precision in a
mission to “kill the Indian and save the man.” The dismantling of Indigenous cultures
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required a systematic ordering and regulation of all student activities, from the sacrosanct
to the quotidian. Bible study, hymn singing, and church attendance remained crucial
components of what Zitkala Ša referred to as forced education’s “iron routine,” a stalwart
reminder of the Christian-colonial superstructure established by the Doctrine of
Discovery. P. Jane Hafen writes that “part of the assimilating process of the Indian
boarding schools was the inclusion of music in the curriculum. [It] inculcated an artistic
hierarchy and religious ideology” (Dreams 125). Within this context, Indigenous acts of
sounding out, whether vocal or instrumental, could become acts of anti-colonial defiance,
a type of resistance akin to Frederick Hoxie’s notion of “talking back” to civilization.69
Having learned music in the Western tradition during her schooldays in Indiana,
Zitkala Ša taught music at Carlisle Industrial School and received advanced training at
the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston. In 1900, she visited the White House
and performed a violin solo and parts of Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha for
President McKinley. She was surrounded by the “Hiawatha craze” of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.70 In a period of increased interest in folklore, The Song of
Hiawatha became a source of “Indian-inspired Americana” (Pisani 3). Taking creative
story-telling liberties in his quest for a national epic, Longfellow creates his mythical
Objiwe hero Hiawatha as a distortion of the actual Ayonwatha, a Huron peacemaker who
founded the Iroquois Confederacy. Longfellow’s nostalgic romance became a myth of
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I refer here to Hoxie’s important work Talking Back to Civilization: Indian Voices from
the Progressive Era (2001), a collection of primary sources that show how Natives could
“reject the self-serving nationalism they heard from missionaries and bureaucrats” (viii).
70
Ruth Spack notes that while attending the New England Conservatory of Music (18991901), “the Boston Symphony Orchestra performed the premiere of Rubin Goldmark’s
Hiawatha Overture and the Cecilia Society of Boston performed Samuel ColeridgeTaylor’s cantatas Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast and Hiawatha’s Departure” (219).
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national origin predicated on the inevitable vanishing of Indigenous Peoples from the
newly emerging America, a fate his Native characters accept good-naturedly as “a
transition to a higher stage of existence” (Spack 219). Many musical off-shoots followed
the epic’s popular reception and continued well into the early twentieth century.
Appealing to imperial nostalgia with his song “Hiawatha” (1903), famous composer and
bandleader John Philip Sousa (known mainly for his military marches) could broadcast
his “frivolous two-step” through the modern technologies of mass-produced phonograph
cylinders, sheet music, and player-piano rolls (Radano and Olaniyan 4). Storytelling
through music and dance became far-reaching forces in shaping popular culture and
satisfying the national need for a nativist origin story and assuagement of colonizer guilt
through romantic nostalgia.
In tandem with the mass distribution and consumption of these settler narratives,
replete with manipulations of Indigenous music, myth, and representation, traditional
Indigenous song and dance were deemed hindrances to civilization. The perceived threats
posed by traditional tribal sounds were often the subject of articles in the boarding-school
press. In order to put forward their ostensibly benevolent aims in the service of social
evolutionism, Carlisle’s The Indian Helper, started in 1885, included a masthead
declaring it was “PRINTED by the Indian boys [but] edited by The-man-on-thebandstand, who is NOT an Indian.” This powerful, panoptic, and emphatically nonNative persona—created by superintendent of printing Marianna Burgess and applied to
founder of the school Brigadier General Richard Pratt—controls not only print
representations but embodied realities. In her discussion of the pedagogy of oppression
in the boarding school experience, Amelia Katanski notes how the newspaper sought to
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“edit and rewrite Indian identity” according to its assimilationist aims (48). One
particularly illustrative example of The Indian Helper’s stance against Native music and
dance is its leading article in the September 9, 1887 edition. The narrated story in “A
Dance by Indian Women,” recollected and delivered within the structure of the
schoolgrounds’ centrally-located bandstand, illustrates the power of settler story-telling
as hegemonic propaganda intended to overwrite the cultural narratives of the colonized
(fig. 3.1). The article’s initial pair of exclamatory and interrogative utterances introduce
the Indian dance as an object of amusement and derision while situating “Miss B.” as the
superior and authoritative subject.
Presumably with a group of Native students gathered around her in the bandstand,
Burgess describes a recruiting mission among the Dakota “camps” and her subsequent
encounter with dancing women there. As she makes foreign the reservation (from which
so many of her listeners had come) and assumes the role of storyteller—a sacred position
reserved for a respected elder in many tribal cultures—she recollects her frustration with

Figure 3.1: “A Dance by Indian Women,” in
Carlisle’s Indian Helper (1887)
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the parents who did not appreciate the “splendid school advantages for their children
being freely offered by the government.” Upon seeing the dancing women (whom she
mistakes for “girls”) “gaily dressed” around a crude structure, she compares the gathering
to a tea-party and recalls how their “quick response” to a request for performance was an
inquiry for payment. Rendering their communal gathering a kind of commodified
Victorian parody, she describes the “thud, thud, thud” of the drum and explains how the
women “screeched out the queerest noises you ever heard.” The stand-alone sentence
that follows this ethnocentric account reads: “They called it singing, but it was anything
in the world but vocal music” (1). As she assumes absolute cultural authority on musicmaking, an authority predicated on Western perceptions and values, Miss Burgess defines
and negates what constitutes music in the first place.
Within a similar frame of cognitive imperialism underpinned by a kind of cultural
determinism, Burgess follows with a description of the women’s “jumping up and down
in little short jerks, about as girls do when jumping rope” with the singular statement:
“This they called dancing” (4). The demonstrative this, in its pointed and condescending
objectification, further dislocates the young Native listener from traditional Indigenous
dance, denaturalizing the practice and rendering it inferior to non-Native culture.
Through Burgess’ imperial gaze, she asserts the incommensurability of aesthetic tastes
between the infantilized primitive and the civilized modern, thereby shaming students
into further alienation from tribal practices and ridiculing traditional life on the
reservations, where white settlers were increasingly claiming the shrinking landbase as
their own. Not coincidentally, the Dawes Severalty Act was signed into law by Grover
Cleveland just six months earlier and many powerful settler institutions coveted the
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property of the Great Sioux Reservation. A primary goal for the boarding schools was to
reduce Indigenous populations on desirable land.
The-Man-on-the-bandstand’s desire to surveil and discipline Indigenous bodies
and behaviors reached beyond the boundaries of Carlisle as the newspaper published
updates on former students, following their activities closely after their time at the school,
whether “in eastern cities or farms, as Pratt hoped, or back on the reservation, a return
that he both discouraged and feared” (Katanski 55). While critics have made the obvious
connections between Foucault’s watchtower and Pratt’s bandstand, I have not found any
who consider the significance of the bandstand in its most literal form and intent, as an
acoustic site for mobilizing music and performance. By laying claim to the bandstand and
projecting his regulating gaze outwards, across the grounds, Pratt rescripts the collective
and creative intent of the structure as a site for sharing sounds into a dominating position
of unilateral control and regulation. This co-optation transforms him into an “agent of
silencing, for it is from the power to silence that the power to colonize and subjugate
eventually comes” (Bohlman 173). Having taught music and recruited for Carlisle from
1897-1899, Zitkala Ša knew Pratt personally and would have a complicated relationship
with him throughout her life. Her initial resistance to his hegemonic surveillance was in
the form of writing and publishing narrative accounts of her own traumatic experiences
with assimilation, including her time at Carlisle. Angered by her trilogy of essays and
their underscoring of the brutality, injustice, and corruption in the boarding school
system, Pratt decided to lure her back to Carlisle from Boston, where she had gone to
study music. Though her return visit was short, she obliged when he asked her to perform
“The Famine Scene” from The Song of Hiawatha, a tragic depiction of the death of
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Minnehaha, the Dakota maiden, during a “cold and cruel” winter (line 2). Perhaps
coincidentally, the scene’s frozen and unforgiving landscape resembles the setting Zitkala
Ša would construct as the framing narrative for her protest essay, “The Indian Dance: A
Protest Against Its Abolition,” published less than two years later. Rather than a place of
death, however, she recasts the wintry landscape as an allegorical site of resurgence, the
“crystal ice” an ecological protection for “murmuring water songs” that remain.
I therefore suggest Zitkala Ša was fully conscious of the subversive potential in
not only language and literacy, but also in Indigenous music and dance, as tools for
resisting the colonial project. Though many acknowledge her musicianship, I underscore
her self-ascribed artistic identity and dedication to her musical craft as a vital component
of her aesthetic sensibility in matters of Indigenous activism. Following this trajectory of
inquiry also encompasses dance as a response to sound, a “body-world material
engagement or entanglement [that constitutes] a corporeal utterance” (Hunter). It is also
significant that Native dances in Zitkala Ša’s works occur outside and in specifically
Dakota places. Outdoor dance, argues Paula Kramer (through an application of Jane
Bennett’s concept of confederation), is a practice that decenters the human and forms
intermaterial confederations within “the multi-material and multi-agentic texture” of
natural environments (22). Foregrounding this potentiality of outdoor dance as a practice
that develops personal philosophies and ways of being in the world, I trace Zitkala Ša’s
deployment of sound and emergence of sonic politics throughout various genres that she
tackled in her prolific career. After a closer look at the serial press and the manipulation
of her protest essay therein, I analyze the role of song and dance in her retelling of
Dakota legends in Old Indian Legends (1901), a collection that deserves more scholarly
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attention. In conclusion, I briefly consider Zitkala Ša’s collaborative work on the Sun
Dance Opera (1913) during the middle years of her life on the Uintah-Ouray Reservation
in Utah. Often mistakenly considered a domesticity-centered hiatus in her literary career,
this period of creative productivity constitutes a significant era in her developing
activism, bridging her younger, serial publication years with the federal-level vocal
activism of her later years.

The Limits of Sounding Out in Serials
By the time she wrote “The Indian Dance: A Protest Against its Abolition,”
Zitkala Ša was well-acquainted with the communicative and representational power in
modern technologies like the serial press and photograph while also recognizing the
settler-colonial need for a musical oeuvre to construct and control the master narrative.
Her years spent at White’s Indian Labor Institute and Santee Normal Training School had
groomed her to be a “representative Indian,” a term journalist Jessie Cook applied to her
in an article of the same name in the May 1900 edition of The Outlook, a weekly
publication out of New York City. Within the mediated and mediating institution of print
culture, serial publications became contested sites of cacophonous discourses, often
producing disparate views and retorts in nearly simultaneous, rapid succession.71 They
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At the turn of the twentieth century, mass-market periodicals were largely produced by
white males, making the publication of a woman of color’s critique of settler-colonial
material culture and ethnocentric bias even more noteworthy. For a look at how women
like Nellie Bly, Fanny Fern, and Margaret Fuller penetrated periodical print culture to
make a space for women’s voices in mass-market newspapers, see Karen Roggenkamp’s
Sympathy, Madness, and Crime: How Four Nineteenth-Century Journalists Made the
Newspaper Women’s Business (The Kent State UP, 2016).
137

provided the means to start a conversation by challenging the dominant ideologies of the
historical moment.
On January 25, 1902, when the Boston Evening Transcript published Zitkala Ša’s
protest of the settler regime’s “checking of the Indian dance,” the author was already
embroiled in a battle of words with Pratt and others (“Indian Dance” 17). The bitter
feud, rendered public spectacle by the press, had started two years earlier in the opening
months of the twentieth century when the Atlantic Monthly published her trilogy of
narrative essays roundly condemning the compulsory education engine of the
assimilation era. By exposing the deception and abuse in the boarding school system’s
removal of Indigenous youth from their families and concomitant theft of diminishing
tribal land holdings, she drew the ire of settler-colonial institutions that she herself had
attended, especially Santee and Carlisle. Describing her own trauma and arguing the
motivations behind the system were neither Christian nor civilized, her autobiographical
essays found a broad audience in the Atlantic Monthly, a publication that “remained an
influential cultural mechanism” at the end of the nineteenth century (Burt 61). Boarding
school newspapers took part in the reprintings and rebuttals, expanding the readership
beyond middle class households. Santee’s The Word Carrier and Carlisle’s Red Man and
Indian Helper used their publications as sites for rhetorical battle in the ongoing
propaganda war defending assimilation’s supposedly benevolent aims. Determined to
amass a broad and influential audience, Pratt “made sure that white readers became
familiar with and supportive of the school by sending these papers to every member of
Congress, all the Indian agencies and military posts, and the most prominent American
newspapers” (Enoch 122). In the midst of this contention and under the guise of shared
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artistic enterprise, Pratt invited Zitkala Ša back to Carlisle with an invitation to tour with
the fifty-three-piece Industrial School Band while confiding in a letter that his intentions
were set on “capturing her and keeping her on our side if possible” (qtd. in Spack 211-3).
Shortly after the tour ended and Zitkala Ša headed to Yankton to visit her mother before
returning to Boston, the Red Man attacked her trilogy of essays, referring to her as
“passionate and ill-tempered,” a “person of infinite conceit” who was “utterly
unthankful” (qtd. in Lewandowski 49).
My curiosity in researching the tensions surrounding Zitkala Ša’s writing and
publication of “The Indian Dance: A Protest Against Its Abolition” led to an interesting
discovery—the title of her essay changes significantly when her reprinting adversaries
situate it within their own discursive networks. Many studies of Zitkala Ša have since
reiterated the manipulated and misleading title while attributing it (either explicitly or
implicitly) to the author herself. Originally titled “The Indian Dance: A Protest Against
Its Abolition,” her essay first appeared in the literature section of the Boston Evening
Transcript. This original title emphasizes the topic of the essay, its purpose, and its
composer (fig. 3.2). Framed within the narrative of the unseen author gazing upon the
water-seeking man at a frozen river, the narrative core of the text slips into a misty vision
of “the celebrated art galleries of a modern city” and considers the “marble tribe” of
statues in relation to the “bronzed figures of Indian dancers” who are superior because
they are “the original works of the Supreme artist.” Her vision, further reversing the
imperial gaze upon the reader, turns to a “brilliantly lighted hall with mirrored walls”
where she observes the low-necked and painfully corseted gowns of the Anglo women
dancers, positing that perhaps their immodest and “barbaric” tradition may be a
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“martyrdom to some ancient superstition.” With sharply satiric tones, she argues that “if
learned scientists advise an occasional relaxation from work,” and “if it is right for the
insane and idiot to dance, the Indian (who is classed among them) should have the same
privilege. The old illiterate Indians with a past irrevocably dead and no future, have but a
few sunny hours between them and the grave.” After this series of ironic reversals
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couched within settler-colonial stereotypes, her protest appeals to the reader in two ways,
both of which ostensibly assert the inevitability of assimilation. First, she minimizes the
power of the dance as a “last amusement” for “old illiterate Indians,” a rhetorical move
that implies any efforts to prohibit it are both needlessly skittish and unnecessarily cruel
(17). Second, she reminds the reader that so long as the next generation of Native youth
have access to libraries and bookstores, they will have other entertainments to engage
them. With this deployment of trickster rhetoric undergirded by the seeming logics of
assimilation, she implicitly argues for the endurance of Indigenous cultures and the
upholding of treaty provisions in the government-tribal nation trust relationship. Her
tone, like her title, is steady and staunch.
As proof of her cultural influence and the perceived need to silence both author
and Indigenous sounds, the boarding school press reacted promptly to the article. First,
Santee’s The Word Carrier reprinted her essay with the subjugating title “A Plea for the
Indian Dance,” a connotation at odds with the redoubtable attitude of the argument.
Further, the newspaper situates the so-called “plea” after an anonymous rebuttal titled
“Why Oppose the Indian Dances” decries the “Indian Dance [as] organized opposition of
the representatives of civilization and Christianity.” Though the article titles her work a
“plea,” it then condemns it as a “protest against progress” in its conclusion (2). A few
months later, Carlisle’s The Red Man and Helper published its own lengthy rebuttal
under yet another altered title of the original essay that syntactically emphasized the
vocalizing “protest” over the dance, a strategy that supported Pratt’s attempts to discredit
Zitkala Ša as “ill-tempered.” Their rebuttal also shared an anecdote much like Burgess’
recollection in “A Dance by Indian Women.” The writer—likely Pratt, Burgess, or

141

both—recalls Indians giving up their “weird song with tom-tom accompaniment”
whenever the “silly Merry-Go-Round was in operation,” an image that implies an easily
distracted simple-mindedness and incommensurability with the colonial project’s linear
trajectory of forward-seeming progress. Under another altered title, “A Protest Against
the Abolition of the Indian Dance,” the press situated Zitkala Sa’s essay after the
insulting rebuttal. Though these changes in the essay’s title and placement may seem
trivial, Zitkala Ša’s original intent, and her courage to defend Indigenous rituals when
they were emphatically prohibited, should not be manipulated or misinterpreted.72
Perhaps because nineteenth century copyright laws for serial publications had
fewer limits and were still grappling with regulatory controls on how texts were
recirculated and revised, Zitkala Ša may have been unaware and/or unsurprised by these
manipulations and seems to have made little or no mention of them after their
publication. She was certainly busy with her music studies and story-gathering in the first
years of the twentieth century, travelling among dynamically different places like Boston,
Carlisle, Chicago, various agencies in South Dakota, and finally the Uintah Reservation
in Utah, where she finally landed in 1903. Unphased, or, perhaps emboldened, by Pratt’s
and others’ dismissal of the reservation as a place to never revisit—much less return—
she spent the next fourteen years of her life on the Utes’ reservation, engaged in a variety
of social services for the tribe. Perhaps she grew weary of men like Pratt, seeing him as a
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figure not unlike the old man in her essay, “unconscious” and laboring under “some wild
conceit regarding the force of his pygmy hammer stroke” (“Indian Dance” 17).
Whatever her reasons, Zitkala Ša pivoted from her focus on publishing with the
serial press to gathering tribal stories for a book publication already commissioned by
Ginn and Company in Boston. As a published storyteller, she could modify and retell
Dakota legends for mass-consumption on a national level while also working for tribal
resurgence on the reservation itself. With the same fortitude she evinced in her protest
essay, she wrote an explanation to her on-again off-again fiancé, Carlos Montezuma: “I
consider my plan a more direct path to my high ideals. It will be a test of character but I
shall not stay away for cowardly fears. If I succeed—it is genius. If I fail—it was due
time to undeceive those who credit me with genius. In the meantime I am what I am! I
owe no apologies to God or men!” (qtd. in Lewandowski 54). In another letter she
confided to him that because “Pratt has used his pull against me. . . the hate of him fires
me to work again even when I would most like to fold my hands” (qtd. Lewandowski
57). Far from the gaze of the Man-in-the-bandstand, she would foreground Indigenous
sounds and soundings in her retellings, reworking traditional elements of oft-told tales to
create new seeds of resistance for the next generation.

“The earth is our common ear”: Sonic Relationships in Old Indian Legends
In the preface to Old Indian Legends (1901), Zitkala Ša explains her method for
gathering stories by situating her listening self in consciously place-specific terms:

143

Under an open sky, nestling close to the earth, the old Dakota story-tellers have
told me these legends. In both Dakotas, North and South, I have often listened to
the same story told over again by a new story-teller. (xv)
Evoking an image of an expansive yet intimate landscape and implying an ongoing
process in her choice of present and present perfect verb tenses, she includes the
adverbial “often” and “over again” as conscious confirmations of active listening and
persistent Indigenous presence. As signifiers of this presence, sounds can gather, connect,
and restore; however, they also have the potential to distract and captivate.
I identify three characterizations of sound in Old Indian Legends. By no means
mutually exclusive or exhaustive, they often coincide and reciprocate to create complex
webs of affects and relations. First, I identify sound’s power to mobilize communities
and “serve as a medium of collective self-discovery” (Hayes 279). In this auditory
matrix, the collective decides who earns positions of singing and instrumentation while
the remaining participants can, in the words of Leanne Simpson, dance a “new world into
existence” (69). As a communal practice that enacts individual sonic expressions for a
broader social purpose, this characterization of sound ties into Tahmahkera’s interest in
becoming sound as both vibrational event and restorative practice.
The second characterization of sound is its connection to and emanation from
specific tribal landbases. Zitkala Ša opens many stories by situating the action in the tall
grass and level lands of the Dakota Plains.

Her frequent inclusion of sound-as-material

in the stories’ plots underscores how Indigenous sounds and sonic experiences connect—
in a literal, vibrational sense—traditional lands and communities among human and
more-than-human participants. In resistance to the colonial narrative of terra nullius,
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these songs and rituals express geospatial practices and networks of kinship relations that
upset the logic of settlers’ claims to territorial nativism. In order to gather materials, she
would need to listen to stories from Dakota elders, some of whom were undoubtedly old
enough to recall the thriving bison herd upon the Plains, before the Treaty of Fort
Laramie first drew boundaries for the Great Sioux Reservation
Third, Zitkala Ša characterizes sound as captivating, its reception rendering the
listener vulnerable in ocular-centric, surveilling environments. In these instances, sound’s
power becomes a distracting and disorienting disadvantage in contested spaces and points
to the importance of careful listening. Within an imagining of sound as a collection of
cultural narratives, sometimes cacophonous, stories and songs can overlap, compete, and
counter each other. To this end, I play with a kind of inversion of Edward Said’s theory
of contrapuntal reading and its "awareness both of the metropolitan history that is
narrated and of those other histories against which (and together with which) the
dominating discourse acts" (51). An accomplished pianist, Said derived the concept from
a musical term referring to two or more independent melody lines in a musical
composition. My adaptation, contrapuntal listening , is a type of listening that requires
attention to more than one sonic narrative and “must take account of both processes, that
of imperialism and that of resistance to it” (66-7). In Zitkala Ša’s retellings, it is the
ongoing Indigenous history that is narrated, but the sounds of colonialism act upon that
narrative in a variety of nuanced ways. The characters in Old Indian Legends must
engage in listening as “a directed, learned activity” and attune themselves to not only
their own traditional transgenerational sounds, but also the sounds of settler narratives
that continue to shape spaces of conflict upon Native soil (Sterne 19).
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After leaving Boston in 1901, Zitkala Ša spent time at the Fort Totten Agency on
the Devil’s Lake Sioux Reservation where she interviewed elders and gathered materials
for a book of Dakota ohunkakan, or traditional myths. Compared to the narrative essays
she had written while in Boston and published in popular serials, her new literary project
advanced through a series of sensory phases, from Indigenous aural/oral traditions to
linguistic translations and, finally, her own written interpretations for visual consumption.
The flexibility of this process allowed her to “rework the tales into a story of national
sovereignty and sacred lands that she defends through Lakota ways of knowing and
relating to the world” (Myers 116).73 Unlike Eastman and Johnson in their published
collections of tribal legends, Zitkala Ša does not mediate her retellings with a frame of
narrative distance; instead, she begins and ends each tale as the singular voice heard,
thereby claiming cultural authority and tribal authenticity in her story-telling.
Bridging the divide between orality and literacy, she gathered stories and shaped
them for her mostly white readers, openly acknowledging “the many layers of
transformation” in her process (Hafen xii). Supplemented with illustrations from fellow
artist-activist Angel DeCora and ostensibly marketed for children, the stories would
receive praise from Helen Keller for instilling “eternal wonder” in young readers and
later serve as examples of Indigenous culture when selections from the collection were
included in some 1920s textbooks (qtd. Lewandowski 157).
She uses the preface to indicate the stories’ enduring malleability and materiality
as something always unfinished and meant to be shared. Asserting her familiarity with
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Hafen refers to the “breadth of Sioux language and culture—Zitkala Ša learned Nakota
but wrote in Dakota; her authorial name is Lakota (xiv).
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the content and inherent processes of the oral tradition, she goes on to state her purpose
for writing:
While I recognized such a legend without the least difficulty, I found the
renderings varying much in little incidents. Generally one helped the other in
restoring some lost link in the original character of the tale. And now I have tried
to transplant the native spirit of these tales—root and all—into the English
language, since America in the last few centuries has acquired a second tongue.
(xvi)
Her choice of active voice in “has acquired” ascribes an agency and personhood to
“America” and suggests the land and its original inhabitants, as one unified subject, preexisted colonial contact and exists still. Describing the fourteen Dakota legends as “relics
of our once virgin soil,” she also renders the tales themselves testaments of Indigenous
primacy in terms of both territory and tongue, thereby othering English as a foreign and
recent arrival.74 The suggestion that the soil was sullied irreversibly by colonial invasion
could unsettle a white reader conditioned to refute such a tainted complicity in the
colonial project. After this discomfiting preface, the legends also foreclose any kind of
romanticized rendition of imperial nostalgia with their underlying insistence of Native
survivance. Jeanne Smith recognizes that Zitkala Ša adapted stories in ways that
“charge[d] the inherited narrative with serious political implications” (50). As a visible
translator, she amplifies tribal connections to place and revises the legends for settlercolonial consumption. The stories and their songs become sources of Indigenous
sounding out against settler nativism and subsequent claims to land and citizenship.
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She deploys this argument frequently, particularly in the latter years of her career when
referring to the First American. Of course, hundreds of languages were in existence
before English was spoken in the land now called North American; Zitkala Ša’s
rhetorical strategy depends (safely, it would seem), on this ignorance.
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Within the sounds of voicing the stories themselves, sonic characters and conduits
figure prominently in many of Zitkala Ša’s retold narratives in Old Indian Legends, the
first five of which follow the exploits of Iktomi, the wily and vain spider-fairy who lives
alone and whose mischievous behaviors throw Dakota cultural values into sharp relief.
Iktomi is an epistemological trickster, a clever yet fallible being with magical powers
who is not beyond defeat. He is not reducible to a Manichean reading for hero or villain
but more productively read as a representation of the ongoing complexities in the colonial
project and the unwitting complicity often elicited from not only the settler but also the
colonized who have been rendered dependent by the dominant group.75
The remaining cast of characters are both traditional to Dakota culture and
allegorical for their contemporaneous commentary. Ears, as receptors of communication
and potential channels for deception, become sites of containment and punishment in
supernatural figures like Anuk-ite, or Double Face, “a giant with large funnel-like ears
[who] lingers on the outskirts of camps waiting to snatch children.” Those he catches, he
throws “in his ears and takes them away to some secluded place to torture them” (Hafen
xx). Depicted as one-dimensional in his evil intent, Double Face serves as a warning to
errant children. In Zitkala Ša’s handling of this traditional figure, the monster is depicted
as stealing a baby to whom he hums an “Indian mother’s lullaby” while “switch[ing] the
naked baby with a thorny wild-rose bush” (146). This reference to the duplicity of
Christian missionaries is one example of how the legends’ characters can assume more
complex significations within the tension between hegemonic forces and Indigenous
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Though the depiction of Iktomi, including gendered referents, can vary with each
retelling, here I follow Zitkala Sa’s ascription of a male identity.
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resistance at the turn of the twentieth century. The role of the lullaby and its implicit
appropriation serves as a cautionary tale against the power of song to attract and deceive.
In the opening story, “Iktomi and the Ducks,” Iktomi interrupts the traditional
song and dance of a group of wild ducks in order to confine, kill, and consume them.
Zitkala Ša begins the legend with a place-specific setting by situating Iktomi in the tall
green grass of the plains. Hungry and listless, he looks “far away into the lowlands” and
sees an opportunity to satisfy both his mischief and his appetite. Described as “dancing
and feasting in the marshes,” the gathering of ducks evokes images of the cangleska
wakan, or, sacred circle/hoop: “With wings outspread, tip to tip, they moved up and down
in a large circle. Within the ring, around a small drum, sat the chosen singers, nodding
their heads and blinking their eyes.” In The Sacred Hoop, Paula Gunn Allen (Laguna
Pueblo) explains that the sacred circle “is dynamic and alive. It is what lives and moves
and knows, and all the life forms we recognize—animals, plants, rocks, winds—partake
of this greater life” (61). Along with outdoor dance’s potential to decenter the human
subject, dancing in a circle is part of the formal structure of the ceremony, “as holistic as
the universe it purports to reflect and respond to, for the ceremony contains other forms
such as incantation, song (dance), and prayer” (62). Though Zitkala Ša’s detail of the
collective ducks dancing in a circle around nodding and blinking “chosen singers” is
absent from Eastman’s rendition of the story (published eight years later in Wigwam
Evenings), it remains in many other retellings that have since followed hers and amplifies
the story’s warning against the dangers in disrupting ceremony. It is also notable, I argue,
that the ducks’ ritual takes place outside, under the same “open sky” that Zitkala Ša notes
as the site of cultural exchange and reproduction in her preface. If the sounds of singing,
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instrumentation, and dance serve as a set of vibrational practices that integrates all
participants, including non-human beings, then Iktomi’s invasion of this sacred space
disrupts the practice and sunders human-environmental connections.
Preferring to “spread a snare” for the ducks rather than “earn the smallest thing
with hunting,” the solitary Iktomi approaches the circle as a “bent figure of a Dakota
brave” with a “very large bundle” who interrupts the ducks’ “merry song” and “lively
tattoo on the drum” (4-6). Their curiosity with the stranger causes the drumming singers
to “strangle their song” as they demand to know what material contents are concealed
within the newcomer’s bundle. Iktomi’s infringement and tantalizing secret “broke up the
ring entirely,” thereby rending the sacred circle. With the song and dance disrupted, the
once merry and open-eyed ducks become completely dominated by curiosity when they
hear from Iktomi that “‘tis only a pack of songs” he carries in his blanket (7). Taking
leave of their merry song and dance in the marshes, the ducks turn their full attention to
Iktomi and his mysterious blanket, thereby making their communal gathering in oncesafe environs suddenly unsound.
At this point in the story, Iktomi deploys a variety of strategies to render the ducks
vulnerable, and his plan depends on their blind trust combined with their susceptibility to
his “strange low voice” and “queer old tunes” (8). First, he lures the ducks from under the
open sky into a straw hut he hastily constructs, confining them within the auditory
proximity of his dangerous chant. The coerced transition to the confines of the hut
becomes an especially relevant detail when we consider the material implications of
enclosure against the open air of the outdoor dance. While their outdoor dance making
“allow[ed] for a decentralization of positionality that is relevant beyond dance and affects
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ontological conceptualisations and practices of life at large,” the ducks’ displacement
from the open outdoors to a controlled and surveilled enclosure destabilizes their
collective mobilization and make them strangely self-conscious (Kramer i). No longer
mobilized with outstretched wings, tip to tip, the ducks “sat uneasily on the ground” and
obey the mysterious singer as he delivers the imperative: “with closed eyes you must
dance” (9). In their “blind” and “difficult” dance, they “hold their wings close against
their sides,” isolated even in their closeness, vulnerable to a single dominating character
whose “magic minor strain” seems to force them into obedient submission. One duck
finally opens his eyes to find Iktomi has been killing them one by one. As the surviving
ducks flee, their now-opened eyes turn red, giving the story an etiological purpose typical
of myths.76 The bulk of Zitkala Ša’s retelling, however, serves as cultural commentary
that sounds a warning for those who too easily abandon tradition and too blindly obey
outsiders. Forfeiting the sounds of a ceremony that integrates community not only
threatens the tiospaye, or extended kinship circles in Dakota culture, but also the
harmonious connections to the land that sounds nourish and sustain. Such warnings
would have resonated at the turn of the twentieth century when Indigenous lands were
dwindling and religious practices were being suppressed. Both white settlers and
compromised Natives were using the deceptive tactics of political graft to steal allotted
lands on reservations, making enemies difficult to determine by sight alone.
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The likely explanation is the ducks are Wood Ducks, a detail included in Katharine
Berry Judson’s retelling in Myths and Legends of the Great Plains (A.C. McClurg and
Company, 1913). The bird’s general absence from the Great Plains may also explain the
ducks’ disappearance in the narrative.
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The rest of the story reveals Iktomi’s punishment for his laziness, deception, and
excess, an affirmation of his epistemological significance as a “figure who transgresses
the rules of good conduct in order to establish what those rules are” (Myers 123-4). After
returning to his teepee to roast far more ducks then he could possibly eat, the impatient
trickster is disturbed by “an old man’s voice” coming from a “swaying and crying tree”
(12). In this conventional extension of personhood to not only non-human animals but
also trees, the story’s animism erases “distinct Western boundaries” between humans and
non-human nature (Myers 125). Despite his indifference to the tree’s pleas for help,
Iktomi finally decides to investigate the “disagreeable sound” from the tree that makes
his “ear ache” (12). After becoming trapped as a “prisoner” in the tree, Iktomi sees a
“pack of gray wolves roaming over the level lands” and calls out a warning in his
“loudest voice” (13). With the landscape detail subtly reminding the reader of the story’s
situatedness on the plains, in Dakota territory, Zitkala Ša’s retelling ends with the
wolves’ satisfaction after encountering and devouring Iktomi’s nefariously caught and
freshly cooked meal. While the still-hungry Iktomi silenced traditional sounds and
manipulated the allure of song to deceive and destroy the ducks, his ironic inability to
silent his own voice leads to his loss of ill-got gains. The story’s poetic justice illustrates
the instability of ownership when material trappings are the result of selfish greed and
indifference to the rules of ritual, hunting, and sustainability. It also presents the
multivalence of sound and its agentive role in both creating and critiquing relationships.
One of few scholars who has analyzed Old Indian Legends, Jeffrey Meyers notes
the ecological underpinnings of the stories as examples of environmental justice
discourse. In his discussion of the Iktomi stories he argues that the trickster is punished
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for “trying to cheat the ecological and social relationship between humanity and the
natural world” (126). While I agree with Myers’ argument, an extension of his
compelling observation into the realm of sonic politics enacts an appreciation of the
usefulness of sound as a vital component of complex material interactions. The centrality
of sound, music, and dance in many of the legends position the vibrational practices as
characters who are constitutive of the very relationships and power dynamics Myers
notes in his analysis. Appearing in ten of the fourteen tales, Iktomi too is a salient
character in the collection and serves as a figure for the intersections of traditional values
with contemporaneous concerns.
Despite his recurrence throughout the legends, Zitkala Ša notably omits Iktomi
from a story that would traditionally include him. “Dance in a Buffalo Skull” is “a
particularly vivid example of [her] revisionist storytelling” as she transforms it into “a
tale about the threat of devouring colonialism” delivered in the guise of a ghost story
(Smith 49). As the title suggests, music and dance are central figures in the story as they
both mobilize and absorb the participants. Zitkala Ša’s rendition of the tale also warns
readers about the epistemological value in sounds, specifically the bioacoustics that warn
of danger. Opening with markers of place by setting her story “upon the prairie,” her
story is one of inevitable encroachment, another reflection of the settlers who coveted
lands rendered vulnerable by the Dawes Act. After explaining that “there are night people
on the plain” who meet and frolic “amid the black level land,” she warns that their “sharp
ears” only make them think “they are safely hid from all dangers” (113). In the place of
Iktomi, she introduces a mysterious and sinister character whom she identifies only
through its “fiery” and “terrible eyes,” thereby building suspense as it draws “nearer and
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nearer to the heart of the level land.” The narrative takes the reader from the pair of eyes
skulking across the prairie to “a huge old buffalo skull” and describes the scene within:
“Tiny little field mice were singing and dancing in a circle to the boom-boom of a wee,
wee drum. They were laughing and talking among themselves as their chosen singers
sang loud a merry tune” (114). The communal scene—once again defined by the sacred
circle, “chosen singers,” and sounds of pleasurable social exchange—stands in stark
contrast to the solitary and silent threat that approaches in the darkness.
Zitkala Ša’s evocative image of the buffalo skull as a gathering place reminds
readers of the decimation of buffalo just a few decades earlier. The federally-sanctioned
slaughter, amplified and commodified with the completion of the trans-continental

Figure 3.3: A photograph of a mound of bison skulls, 1870s
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railroad, was seen as a way to starve the Plains tribes into submission (fig. 3.3).77 By
remaking the eschatological symbol of destruction and cultural demise into a “queer
dance house” with firelight streaming from “all the curious sockets and holes,” the story
takes on significance as a text of anticolonial resistance and tribal resurgence. As the
mysterious pair of fiery eyes gains proximity to the merry mice within the glowing skull,
the disturbed sounds of “sleepy birds” and “crying wolves” fail to register a warning for
the merry mice. As “the eyes moved toward the buffalo skull,” the “happy mice” are “all
unconscious of those fearful eyes” as they sing and dance “in a ring around the fire”
(115). When the fiery eyes “slide into the eye sockets of the old skull,” the space between
intertwined histories collapses. The mice, their ceremony invaded, manage to escape
“noiseless into the dark” (116). Within this ocular-centric (though largely occluded)
scene, the absorptive power of sound and dance present a danger that is narrowly
avoided. Though their territory is vulnerable, the mice survive to drum and dance
another night, the next time with a heightened awareness and keener ear. The retelling
suggests that beyond their own melodies, they must engage in a contrapuntal listening
that determines both source and context for sounds outside of their own sonic narrative.
The epistemological value of sounds and the differentiation among types of
listening informs the plot of several remaining tales in Old Indian Legends. Beyond the
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Buffalo Bill Cody’s hunting expedition in 1871 came with a message: "Kill every
buffalo you can! Every buffalo dead is an Indian gone.” Though the Fort Laramie Treat
(1868) had outlined the geographical boundaries of the Sioux reservation and guaranteed
the tribe the right to hunt buffalo north of the Platte River, the territory was sought after
for railroads, stage lines, and telegraphs. J. Weston Phippen notes, “Major- General
Phillip Sherman knew that as long as the Sioux hunted buffalo, they’d never surrender to
life with a plow.” One hunter recalled killing30 bulls in one trip.
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traditional lessons in the tales, the details in the retellings assume a kairotic significance.
This contextual reading aligns with Mark Smith’s observation that “sounds and their
meanings are shaped by the cultural, economic, and political contexts in which they are
produced and heard” (qtd. Eidsheim 6). One example is “Iya. The Camp-Eater,” a story
in which a group of hunters hear a child crying “in the tall grass” and decide to take the
infant boy back to their chief. One of the men suspects a bad spirit when the babe’s loud
wail “sounds like an old man’s voice,” but no one heeds his warning (132). Upon
adopting the child as her own, the chief’s daughter hears strange sounds when she holds
him in her lap. Here the narrative endows the ear with an independent agency and
synecdochal materiality:
Amid the quiet of the night, her ear heard the far-off hum of many voices. The
faint sound of murmuring people was in the air. . . The fine small sound grew
larger and nearer. . . .Bending low over her babe she gave ear to the ground.
Horrified was she to find the mysterious sound came out of the open mouth of her
sleeping child. (136-8)
The ear at first hears, and then listens, before connecting to the ground, a conduit for
sonic vibrations within an intermaterial confederation that crosses the human and morethan-human divide. Upon determining the child is the evil Iya, the tribe must quietly flee
the sleeping monster in baby form. “Warriors with long knives” slay the monster and
“there rose out of the giant a whole Indian tribe: their camp ground, their teepees in a
large circle, and the people laughing and dancing” (141). In this tale, the ability to listen
and decode sounds as a mode of knowing leads to a recognition of tribal survival and
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resurgence. However, this resurgence is only achieved after a failure to listen and heed a
warning nearly results in tribal destruction.
The ear emerges again as a tool of individual knowledge and collective survival in
“Manstin, the Rabbit.” As a heroic figure, Manstin saves a baby from Double Face and
turns the little infant into a grown man. After swearing his friendship to the newly made
man, he says, “The earth is our common ear, to carry from its uttermost extremes one’s
slightest wish for the other” (148). This “Earth Ear” unravels a Cartesian separation of
mind and body while integrating non-human nature as a shared, sensory conduit. It
suggests a kind of eco-aurality that collapses boundaries between reason and resonance,
thereby challenging readers to reflect on their own conceptions of sounds, listening, and
consciousness as a network of material exchanges.

Magic Drums and Sweet Singers: The Sounds of the Past in Alternative Futures
After Ginn and Company published Old Indian Legends, Zitkala Ša married Raymond
Bonnin and moved to the Uintah-Ouray Ute Reservation where she gathered a family.78
Though she did not publish during her fourteen years in Utah, she was still experimenting
with sounds and exploring various methods of activism. Though most scholars ignore
this period, Julianne Newmark has noted how
Bonnin’s letters and texts written during her years as a newlywed, then mother, in
Utah between 1902 and 1917 document her burgeoning activism and coincide
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In addition to the birth of their son, Ohiya, the Bonnin family “expanded to include an
orphaned Ute boy named Oran Curry and an elderly, homeless Sioux named Bad Hand,
or Old Sioux, who had been subsisting off small game” (Lewandowski 67).
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with her participation in the Society of American Indians (SAI). Her later letters,
speeches, and articles between 1917 and 1938 reveal her developing political
perspective and dedication to land rights issues. (320)
While writing in her later years is largely expository and explicit in its political
objectives, her artistic works during these “middle years” reveal her increasingly
sophisticated integration of sound politics and land claims. Jane Hafen’s research in the
1980’s led to a discovery of several unpublished stories in Brigham Young University’s
archives. One especially notable story is of the Stone Boy, a traditional Dakota character
whose magical drum creates thunder and protects him from harm. Every page of the story
contains references to sound, including a musical score for a courting song sung by four
young men who “belonged to the thunder people” (47). Using Western musical
conventions like a time signature and notation with syllabicated lyrics in Siouan dialect,
the song’s hybridity of sonic paradigms creates a new perspective of the oral tradition’s
translatability across both cultural and temporal registers.
Another musical experiment during the “Utah years” was Zitkala Ša’s
collaboration with BYU music professor William Hanson to produce The Sun Dance
Opera (1913). Underscoring the subversive nature of such a production, Hafen writes,
“the Bureau of Indian Affairs banned all dancing at the Southern Ute Agency and,
specifically, forbade the Sun Dance and Bear Dance at Uintah Ouray” (105). Though the
opera was produced in Utah and used a combination of Ute and settler performers,
Zitkala Ša was adamant that the Sun Dance was tribe-specific and subsequently set the
action at the Pipestone Quarry, an important site for the Yankton tribe that was in the
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midst of a lengthy land claims case.79 Aware of the legal battle—in which her husband,
Raymond Bonnin, was a central figure—her choice to use the quarry as a setting for a
forbidden and generations-old ritual asserts tribal claims that pre-date settlers’ arrival and
becomes an overt act of political resistance.
The plot of the opera’s love triangle overlaying the Sun Dance explores, again,
the dangers in accepting outsiders and the role of personal sacrifice in ceremonial dance.
The villainous character, a lecherous Shoshone named Sweet Singer, uses stolen “love
leaves” to enchant maids. After infiltrating Sioux territory, “remembering only the songs
of [his] people,” he plans, as director of the Sun Dance music, to “sing such long songs”
that his rival, Ohiya, will be exhausted and lose courage by the fifth day of dancing in the
sun (146). As a tribal story conveyed through an admixture of Western aesthetics and
Indigenous rites, the Sun Dance Opera is now recognized, according to Jane Hafen, “as
an artistic colonialism” (“Cultural Duet” 103). But the opera is also a testament of tribal
sovereignty, wherein the Sioux characters still engage in prohibited rituals within the
contested homelands of the Pipestone Quarry. To consider and hence reduce the opera’s
production within a zero-sum colonialism-resitance binary is to dismiss Zitkala Ša’s
agency and the contrapuntal voices of resistance. And while the opera may have provided
seeds for settler-colonial stereotypes, like throbbing drums, Zitkala’s Ša’s collaboration
included playing traditional Sioux songs on the violin, a demonstration of her ability to
co-opt western instrumentation for the further transmission of Indigenous sounds.
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For a brief overview of the National Park Service’s account of Raymond Bonnin’s
legal battle for the Pipestone Quarry, see
https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/pipe2/sec6.htm.
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The character Sweet Singer provides insight into the responsibility attached to
singing and, by extension, story-telling. As an immoral character who exploits rules of
hospitality, his symbolic significance is more complex than a mere representation of
inter-tribal tensions. Like Iktomi, Sweet Singer serves as a cautionary example of the
potentially destructive power in song and the consequences for violating ceremony. If we
assume Zitkala Ša named the characters for the Sun Dance Opera script she composed,
then it is worth noting her familiarity with another sweet singer who also sang a long and
dangerous song, The Song of Hiawatha. It is the name Longfellow gives to Nawadaha,
the fictional story-teller who provides him a degree of narrative distance and fabricated
authenticity for publishing the epic that pervaded American popular culture and
influenced the music that undergirded its national identity. In his association, however
implicit, with Longfellow’s sweet singer and his song of settler conquest, Zitkala Ša’s
Sweet Singer is likewise not to be trusted.
Speaking to the connections between Native stories and national culture, Frantz
Fanon cites colonialism’s manipulation of the historical narrative: “By a kind of
perverted logic, it turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures, and
destroys it” (210). In opposition to compulsory education’s aim to sever Indigenous
relationships with lands and deride cultural practices, to objectify and then erase the
vitality of Indigenous histories, the vibrational materiality in the sounds of stories, songs,
and dances structurally connects tribal nations and their homelands, both then and now.

160

CHAPTER 4
QUEERING THE WATERS: THE SUBVERSIVE POTENTIAL IN E. PAULINE
JOHNSON’S CANOE
O, sweetest of all music, the far-off laughter of a rapid, rollicking and scampering among
its stones. Nearer, nearer it came; the ripple grew into a roar, the sweet, wild laughter
arose into boisterous, tempestuous merriment, and in another moment we swirled round a
bend, dashing headlong into a tossing, twirling mass of waters that fretted and fumed
themselves into eddies and whirlpools and showers of pearly spray, with a petulance that
defied restraint.
--E. Pauline Johnson, “Forty-Five Miles on the Grand” (1892)
Thinking about queerness through gesture animates how bodies move in the world, and
how we assign meaning in ways that are always already infused with cultural modes of
knowing.
--Juana Maria Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina Longings
Emily Pauline Johnson was a master of gestures, both literal and figurative. Whether
steering her canoe through the rapids of the Grand River or taking her recital tour to the
elite of London, her hyper-conscious self-fashioning of her public persona emphasized
her double-ness as Mohawk princess and Victorian New Woman. The quote above,
taken from an article in Ontario’s Brantford Expositor, appeared during the emergence of
Canada’s recreational canoe craze in the late-Victorian era. The newspaper situates
Johnson’s essay after a leading, multi-page article proudly touts Brantford’s “early
settlement” a century earlier, when the “sturdy and true pioneers of the province appeared
upon the scene” (1). What follows are two pages replete with dozens of photographs of
“The Representative Men of Brantford County,” a visual reminder of the hierarchy and

ambition in the growing town. Juxtaposing this account of settler-colonialism with
Johnson’s relatively light-hearted narrative of paddling forty-five miles on the Grand
River render both texts testaments to British North America’s successful navigation of
settler-Indigenous relations and concomitant establishment of patriarchal power
structures. Interspersing her story with photographs of the Brantford Canoe Club and
other athletic organizations, the local print culture simultaneously posits the newly named
province of Ontario’s—and, by extension, Canada’s—dedication to physical vitality and
modern leisure.
Like the calculating editorial staff at the Expositor, Johnson, too, had a knack for
shrewd moves and nuanced navigation. A close look at her article reveals the oftenoverlapping and seemingly contradictory characteristics that affected a great deal of her
writing and performance. First, she fashions herself as a modern Mohawk who is loyal to

Figure 4.1: Pauline Johnson in her canoe, Brantford Expositor (1892). Courtesy
of The Brant Museum and Archives. Evelyn Johnson Collection. 946.7.2a (Other
# 563a)

the British Crown, taking care along her narrated canoe run to identify sites like the home
of Alexander Graham Bell (who was a friend of her father’s and named an Honorary
Chief of the Mohawks) and “the oldest chapel in Upper Canada. . .built especially for the
Mohawks” (20). While Johnson’s amicable references to these constructed sites suggest
a cultural hybridity, her narration is also prone to place-based musings of an ecologically
dynamic, pre-settler space.80 Though she opens the article with the declaration that
“Ontario boasts many a beautiful inland river” and reminds readers that “a lovelier river
cannot be found in the province,” she still laments the loss of the “erstwhile rapids”
whose remaining ripples and rills are but “souvenirs of the long ago” and recalls “the
olden days” before the Grand became “a broad, semi-sluggish stretch of water, owing to
many mills and their requisite dams” (17). The photograph accompanying Johnson’s
narrative depicts her attired in the materials of modern leisure expected of proper female
canoeists, yet she sits alone in the stern, poised and in possession of the sole means with
which to navigate the fragile vessel through the rapids that remain—the paddle (fig. 4.1).
While her rhetoric and appearance express congenial acceptance of late Victorian-era
behavior and the British empire’s land claims with their requisite names and borders, she
simultaneously embodies the memory and unchecked energy of pre-colonial, pre-

80

Prior to the arrival of Europeans, the region had been inhabited by Algonquian
(Ojibwe, Cree and Algonquin), Iroquois, and Wyandot (Huron) communities. The British
North America Act (BNA) took effect on July 1, 1867, establishing the Dominion of
Canada, initially with four provinces: Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Quebec and Ontario.
As in the United States, the “Indian Question” was driven primarily by colonial desire for
land. According to The Indian Act, initially passed in 1876, Johnson was a “Status
Indian,” albeit a privileged one. Her notable family had lived in the region for many
generations. . Her notable family had lived in the region for many generations. The
Haudenosaunee Confederation, also known as the Iroquois Confederacy, consists of six
nations and includes the Mohawk, or Kanien’kehaka, which means “People of the Flint.”
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patriarchal, un-bordered ecology, proudly aligning herself with what once was “the most
powerful of North American nations, the Iroquois” (17).
We need not read Johnson’s looking-back as tragic nostalgia. Instead, we might
look for the strategies she deploys for speaking back to the dominant discourse of her
historical moment, an era fraught with nationalist fervor. With this focus on subversion
being my goal, the Johnson epigraph I selected for the chapter makes no mention of
loyalism, nationalism, or colonialism; rather, it introduces an eco-erotics that unsettles the
narrative of Indigenous dispossession and opens a space for intimate and pleasurable
connections with more-than-human nature, a space where “crucial ethical and political
possibilities emerge” (Alaimo 238). In constructing a framework for eco-erotics, I follow
Melissa Nelson’s elaboration on Esther Perel’s definition of erotic as the “ambiguous
space between anxiety and fascination” and “the heightened holistic arousal of
connecting with the ‘other’” (256 n2). Nelson further conceptualizes eco-erotics as “a
type of meta (after, higher)-sexual or trans (over, beyond)-sexual intimate ecological
encounter in which we are momentarily and simultaneously taken outside of ourselves by
the beauty, or sometimes the horror, of the more-than human world” (230). For Johnson,
the “sweet” and “scampering” rapids that “fume” and “fret” enact an unrestrainable,
hyper-sensory, affectively-charged exchange among human and more-than-human
bodies. The “headlong” collision decenters human subjectivity and obscures the canoe
while foregrounding the playful agency of fluid ecologies.
Johnson’s writing has rarely been approached as a source of queer discourse, and
one of her most frequent poetic subjects—the exploration of waterways in a canoe—
provides provocative possibilities for the domain of sexual politics in queer ecology. In
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this chapter I explore how Johnson uses the canoe as a feminist tool for asserting
Indigenous self-determination and destabilizing colonial authority. I begin with a close
reading of non-normative, ecologically-inflected erotics in the canoe poetry of her early
verse, especially “The Idlers” and “Wave-Won,” to reveal the potential to subvert the
patriarchal ideologies that undergird nationalist discourse. I follow with a study of
Johnson’s often overlooked recreational journalism wherein she situates the canoe as
unassailably Indigenous. These outdoor stories also provide the most pronounced
examples of her humor as she describes outdoor adventures as opportunities for troubling
gender norms. Though slightly veiled beneath a playful wit and embedded in swiftly
moving plots, Johnson’s feminist and Indigenous advocacy still flow through these texts.
I conclude with a brief consideration of her final literary effort, Legends of Vancouver, an
especially fluid and un-bordered literary space that allows for her explicit positionality as
an Indigenous female story-teller who de-naturalizes patriarchal gender power. Too many
discussions of Johnson include a perceived “failure” of hers to marry and too few
imagine how the itinerant performer/writer’s oeuvre might trouble the heteronormative
thrust of Canadian nationalism and posit, instead, a transnational environmental politics
based on the pleasure and reciprocal relations among humans and wild, undomesticated
spaces.81 Though she carefully cultivated an enduring association with Canadian literary
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In her biographical work, Pauline, Betty Keller includes a chapter titled “The Ideal
Husband”; Gerson and Strong-Boag write that Johnson enjoyed “an active social life
(presumable waiting for marriage),” (xvi) and speculate as to who may have inspired her
erotic canoe poetry (Paddling 140); Revie asserts that Johnson rejected many marriage
proposals, 43. She also makes a compelling case for Johnson’s preference for women.
Biographer Charlotte Gray also elaborates on Johnson’s romantic interests in Flint and
Feather: The Life and Times of E. Pauline Johnson Tekahionwake, though she, unlike
Revie, foregrounds her heterosexual relationships.
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nationalism, a reading for queer ecology in her canoeing poems, outdoor journalism, and
seliš (Salish) legends complicate such a reductive figuring of her role in the national
narrative.
Labeled a “patriot” in her own day and later dubbed “the most Canadian of
Canadian poets,” Johnson’s verse, especially her best-known and oft-memorized poem
“The Song My Paddle Sings,” constitutes an enduring place in the national literary

Figure 4.2: The Spirit of the Haida Gwaii, Black Canoe (1986) is a sculpture by
Bill Reid (Haida) that sits outside the Canadian Embassy in Washington D.C.
Photographer: Bengt Oberger, from Wikimedia Commons.
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canon.82 The canoe itself, as a multivalent symbol, is especially significant to Canadian
nationalism. Indigenous artist Bill Reid’s sculpture Spirit of the Haida Gwaii, the Black
Canoe marks the entrance to the Canadian Embassy in Washington D.C., and subsequent
castings are displayed at the Canadian Museum of History and the Vancouver
International Airport (fig 4.2). Its image adorns the twenty-dollar bill, a currency that
remains in circulation though production ended in 2012. Employed as a central theme at
the 2010 G8/G20 summit in Toronto, a commemorative canoe was signed by the wives
of world leaders while protesters rioted outside. Bruce Erickson argues that the canoethemed details of the summit were all designed to “authenticate a specific vision of the
nation. The canoe’s link to nature naturalized this vision and lends authority to its
performance” (“fucking close to water” 313). Every nation needs a carefully constructed
origin story, and the canoe provides the linchpin in Canada’s cultural narrative, a coopted symbol that obscures the violence of colonial conquest. For the earliest non-Native
settlers, the vast region’s extensive network of waterways became channels of
exploration and trade—the Aboriginal canoe became a means to an imperial end. For a
nation to emerge from this vast wilderness, the would-be colonizers would need to
penetrate, tame, regulate, and govern that wilderness. Fashioned from materials derived
from the landscape, these vehicles were appropriated by contenders in the imperial
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Johnson’s choice to title her second collection of poetry Canadian Born (1903)
presents interesting intersections of patriotism and nativism. As part of his advertising
campaign, Wuerz often used the word “patriotic” in elaborate multi-panel flyers
promoting Johnson’s appearances. O.J. Stevenson, in A People’s Best (1927), called her
“the most Canadian of all Canadian poets” (148). For more information on challenges to
Johnson’s canonicity, especially in the context of high modernism, see Carole Gerson,
“The Most Canadian of all Canadian Poet”: Pauline Johnson and the Construction of a
National Literature.”
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contest to name and claim (and, ultimately, steal and sully) that very landscape, to wage
war over beaver pelts, later fueled by wampum exchange. As Rana Barakat recently
pointed out, “settler narratives are often wrought with irony” (3). Water and canoe, in
terms of both symbol and substance, have enduring historical and socio-economic
implications for Canadian nationalism. In 2013, Prime Minister Trudeau reified the
object’s status as part and parcel of this ongoing settler narrative when he tweeted a
photograph of his family in a canoe with the accompanying text: “Thrilled to let you
know we’re going to need another seat in our canoe: Sophie is pregnant!
#threeisthenewtwo” (Rabson).
From migratory vessel to conquest tool to recreational commodity, the canoe’s
deep Indigenous history has been co-opted and inextricably woven into constructions of
Canadian identity. The British North America Act (BNA Act) in 1867 only amplified this
association as a “new English world” struggled to assert itself as a self-assured nation
with both a robust past and patriotic future. In Canoe Nation: Nature, Race, and the
Making of a Canadian Icon, Erickson describes how, by the late nineteenth century, a
“regime of leisure under capitalism . . . helped shape capitalist subjects” and “became the
primary site for identification, for producing and maintaining an image of self” (88-9).83
In conjunction with these nationalist tenets of economic prosperity and recreational
leisure, canoes became spaces for physical intimacy and, following the trajectory of
heteronormative politics, procreation. As Jeffrey Swenson notes in his study of Johnson’s
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For a study on the shift from a work ethic to one of leisure in American Literature, see
William A. Gleason’s The Leisure Ethic: Work and Play in American Literature, 18401940 (Stanford UP, 1999). Like Erickson, Gleason considers how play contributed to
formations of individual character and national identity.
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canoe journalism, “canoeing was becoming popular as a remote—and sexually open—
realm for courtship” (“Scrap” 74). George Lyon further argues the canoe was a “portable
bedroom” and paddles could be seen as “suggestive instruments” (153). Writing and
publishing just a few years before Johnson, fellow Canadian poetess Isabella Valancy
Crawford used the canoe as an erotic symbol in her own popular verse, evoking a
heteronormative encounter through the metaphysical union of paddle and water lilies in
“The Lily Bed,” perhaps her most popular poem. Critics’ readings of Johnson’s erotic
canoe poetry often conflate Johnson herself with the speaker and, consequently, assume
the object of her desire to be both human and male.84 Setting aside the biographical
speculation of Johnson’s own sexuality, a lack of identifying referents in her writing
(unlike Crawford’s “The Lily Bed”) leaves gender ambiguous. In the poems discussed
here, the gender of both speaker and addressee remains unknown while the surrounding
ecosystems engage with the sensuous interplay, the winds and rapids barometers of desire
and pleasure. A rereading with this re-cognition destabilizes a heteronormative
interpretation of these poems and calls into question our ability to “see” bodies and
distinguish what is “real”; as Judith Butler has suggested, such moments might lead to an
awareness that “what we invoke as naturalized knowledge of gender is, in fact, a
changeable and revisable reality” (xxiv). The stagnant waters need stirring.

84

While many of her poems adopt an explicitly gendered and raced persona, Johnson’s
widespread fame as a skilled canoeist, a fame perpetuated by the 1892 publication of her
most celebrated and memorized poem—“The Song My Paddle Sings”—align her more
closely with the ungendered speaker in her canoe poems. The assumptions regarding
gender as part of a heteronormative encounter is in every analysis I have read, except
Revie. Though Swenson notes that “canoeing narratives were rife with ambiguous gender
codes,” he still assumes a female speaker “admires her male companion’s body” (73,77);
See also Gray’s chapter “The Canoeing Craze” (104-121), especially her assumption of
Michael MacKenzie as the addressee, or, at least, the inspiration for the poems.
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It is precisely this kind of rereading and reconsideration of subject positions that
informs the discourse of queer theory and presents possibilities for radical reorientations
of power structures. According to Peter Dickinson, Canadian literary nationalism has
historically been constructed upon “the identificatory lack” and “a critical refusal to come
to grips with the textual superabundance of a destabilizing and counter-normative
sexuality (4). As Ann McClintock and, later, Dickinson have noted, the discourse of
nationalism has been historically gendered as patriarchal and the landscape eroticized as a
woman to be conquered (oftentimes in the figure of a violated virgin) and made to bear.
Dickinson traces the etymologies of ‘nation’ (Latin natio, nasci, meaning ‘to be born’)
and ‘patriot’ (Latin pater, patros, meaning ‘father’) in his compelling analysis of this
ideological construction (131). The hegemonic forces of colonization construct and reify
these conceptual categories of nation and sexuality in order to substantiate hierarchies of
patriarchal power. Dickinson and Bruce Erickson posit how queer theory might elucidate
and problematize this interdependence while considering the temporal dimensions. For
Dickinson, “‘queer’ as a literary-critical category of an almost inevitable definitional
elasticity, one whose inventory has yet to be exhausted, challenges and upsets certain
received national orthodoxies of writing in Canada” (5). And for Erickson, “Queer, as a
category that defies articulation of the specific identity claims that normalize behavior,
offers a pivotal space in which the already existing future of the nation can be contested”
(Queer Ecologies 323). In tandem, their definitions provide a sense of revisioning what
has been in order to challenge assumptions of what may be. Queering the waters
engenders a mobility that refuses the delimiting norms in categories of identity and
economies of time. As Johnson was negotiating a proliferation of national, racial, and,

170

gendered borders, her frequent interaction with waters provided a space, both literal and
figurative, to push back against this multiplying rigidity.
Living during a critical and contentious time in Canada’s strivings for nationhood
and westward expansion, Johnson self-identified as both Indian and Canadian throughout
her works of poetry and prose.85 The daughter of a Six Nations Mohawk chief and an
English-born Quaker, Johnson was aware of the stigma of her subaltern status in a society
that was becoming increasingly race-conscious at the fin de siècle. Her parents’ marriage
was not without controversy, and the tribal customs of the matrilineal Mohawks in
conjunction with the legislative logic of Canada’s imperial project prevented the Johnson
women from ever being fully incorporated into either the Iroquois or colonial
communities. The family lived apart in a small mansion on two-hundred acres, where
they often entertained the celebrities of their day, including London’s haute bourgeoisie.
Their home featured two main doors, “one facing the river to welcome Mohawks who
arrived by canoe, and one facing the road to welcome the English who arrived by buggy
from early Brantford” (“Chiefswood”). In her childhood, Johnson enjoyed a relatively
privileged life and received most of her education at home from an English governess and
her mother, whose blood relation to William Dean Howells may have instilled visions of
literary fame in the young woman as she read her way through the family’s extensive
library. In 1884, her father died from complications related to a series of brutal beatings
by white liquor-peddlers who had been illegally trading for timber on the Grand River
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Though “Indian” is a category of European invention that elides tribal histories and
diversity, the term reflects the language of the historical period and was often deployed
by Johnson herself. Other than direct references in this essay, I use the terms Native,
Indigenous, and American Indian interchangeably.
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Reserve, which was rapidly shrinking. At the age of twenty-two and facing destitution,
with what must have been by then an acute awareness of her racial alterity, Johnson
decided to try writing for a living. Identifying herself as a female author-athlete with
Mohawk blood and Loyalist ties, she found an audience for her writing in various North
American serials and quickly established her place among the Confederation Poets who
were becoming representative spokespeople for the young nation. Her passion for
dramatic performance made her a profitable addition to recital tours that proliferated with
the completion of transcontinental railways like the Canadian Pacific in 1885. Often
drawn westward, she spent considerable time performing in the Kootenay region and
established life-long friendships in the fast-growing city of Vancouver, where she spent
her final years. While Canadian legislation aimed to contain First Nations Peoples on
reserves and enact “a clear distinction between the two types of women, the wild and the
civilized,” the well-travelled and oft-heard Johnson was “confounding this boundary”
through her embodiment of—and vociferations as—a First Nations, late Victorian, New
Woman who was almost always on the move (Strong-Boag and Gerson Paddling 21).
While Johnson promoted her duality as Mohawk Princess and Victorian
Imperialist, a closer look at her life and work reveals a multiplicity more expansive than a
dichotomous identity would suggest. For generations dating back to the Revolutionary
War, her family had been ardent Loyalists, and her father had staunchly aligned with
Euro-Canadian power structures. Johnson’s writing sometimes suggests a similar
imperial ideology, but many of her works openly lament the effects of colonization,
disallowing such an easy political coherence. Within this complex and unstable power
hierarchy, “loyalty to the Crown cleared a space for Indigenous intellectuals to criticize
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the government of Canada, the immediate agent of colonial rule” (Fee and Nason 19).
Writing and performing while the original land tract of the Grand River Reserve was
being reduced and the dominion was passing aggressive assimilation legislation, she had
to navigate the swiftly changing social currents with her own style of shape-shifting.
Comprised of far more than just two carefully-constructed and seemingly diametricallyopposed identities, Johnson was, in the words of Carole Gerson, “a hall of mirrors,”
disorienting audiences and readers even as she enticed and fascinated them (“The
Canadians”). Like many other Indigenous author-activists at the turn of the century, she
both conformed to and confronted stereotypes. She capitalized on “miming Indianess” as
an effective way to reach an audience and achieve some degree of financial
independence, even if it meant, at times, capitulating to their racist expectations (Deloria
125). She was only six years old when the BNA Act joined four colonies into one
autonomous federal dominion, and as she grew older, she witnessed the decline of
Indigenous communities’ physical health and political independence as the death rates at
boarding schools “were becoming a public scandal” and enacting a kind of cultural
genocide (Gray 269).86 Territorial boundaries were blurry, at best, and First Nations
people continued to struggle against the threat of dispossession, an imperial concept that
must have struck them as strange indeed. In a letter to a friend in 1890, she explained that
one of the motives in her work was “to upset the Indian Extermination and noneducation
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A recent report found “an estimated 6,000 children perished while held within
Canadian Indian Residential Schools (IRS). From the mid nineteenth century until 1996,
when the last school finally closed, about 150,000 First Nations, Inuit and Métis children
were forcibly removed from their families and placed into institutions fundamentally
designed to destroy their indigenous identities.” For the full study, see Andrew Woolford
& Jeff Benvenuto’s “Canada and colonial genocide,” Journal of Genocide Research, vol.
17, no. 4, 2015, pp. 373-390.
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theory” (qtd. in Gerson and Strong-Boag E. Pauline Johnson xvi). As her frequent
touring and travelling put her in contact with Natives and non-Natives in Old World and
New, she found herself in perpetual renegotiation of her rhetoric on, and gestures toward,
the cultural issues of her day.
In both practical and activist terms, Johnson was working and struggling within a
settler-colonial capitalist economy. She relied on the praise of literary critics and her
ability to appeal to audiences as diverse as a Governor General in Winnipeg’s Grand
Opera House to a crowd of rowdy saloon boys in Manitoba’s frontier towns. Still, she
was dedicated to feminist causes and “found a ready audience . . . for her writing on
women’s issues, for example, articles on the healthful benefits of canoeing and other
outdoor pastimes” (Fee and Nason 17). Distinctions between nationalism and
imperialism raced and classed the first wave of feminism, a movement in which Johnson
aimed to include her voice as an Indigenous woman. Despite the “sharp distinctions
between the injustices of colonizer and colonized,” Johnson could write as a colonial
subject praising, for instance, the controversial North-West Mounted Police and their
administration of imperial law and order, and then pivot to speak from a site of
Indigenous resistance as she penned a short story about the horrific abuses in compulsory
boarding schools (Moynagh and Forestall 21). In her early years, she also composed
verse that earned her the title “Canada’s Daughter of Decadence” (in application of
Elaine Showalter’s coinage), and she seemed to delight in flouting gender expectations,
especially in the canoe adventures she narrated for several recreational serials. When Rod
and Gun paid her seventy-five cents for her poem “Train Dogs,” her choice to send the
money back because “it was obvious they needed it more than she did” illustrates the
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courage and fiery wit that sometimes emerges in her writing (Keller 205). Collectively,
her oeuvre reflects an ideology that seems as multi-dimensional as her identity, more
fluid than fixed. She herself observed, “One of the secrets of good writing of any kind is
the power of being someone else . . . How can one be consistent until the world ceases to
change with the changing days?” (qtd. in Gerson and Strong-Boas Paddling 9). The
fluidity that Johnson recognizes in both herself and her surroundings may be seen to
prefigure some of the thinking of queer ecology. According to Timothy Morton, “Life is
catastrophic, monstrous, nonholistic, and dislocated, not organic, coherent, or
authoritative. Queering ecological criticism will involve engaging with these qualities”
(275). In 1892, and in this spirit of incoherence, Johnson was fashioning a syncretic

Figure 4.3: Johnson’s syncretic costume, constructed for
public appearances. Promoter Charles Wuerz used this
photo as part of his elaborate and expensive
adverstisements for her recital tours.
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costume fit to entertain audiences in her budding career as a recitalist (fig. 3). Inspired by
an illustration of the fictional Minnehaha from Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha
(1855), Johnson sought to assemble the materials that non-Native culture had attributed
to the spectacle of the Aboriginal Other. She constructed an asymmetrical, fringed
buckskin dress (ordered from the Hudson’s Bay Company in Manitoba) and adorned
herself with a bear claw necklace and bracelet, rabbit fur pelts, ermine tails, silver trade
brooches, a hunting knife, and a wampum belt and bracelet. She also acquired a Huron
scalp from her grandfather and later a Sioux scalp from a chief of the Blackfoot. Her
costume left one arm bare and her long hair free to hang gently down. She had rendered
herself a consumable commodity, a self-conscious representation of campy stereotypes.87
Wearing her Native costume as exotic Other for the first half of the performance, she
would reappear in Victorian gown as imperial “I” for the second. Over the course of
transatlantic touring for the next fifteen years, she earned the nicknames “The Boadicea”
of New England and “The Sappho” of the New World (Revie 38). Referring to Butler’s
Bodies That Matter, Dickinson claims that “the performative, especially as it gets
discussed and elaborated in queer studies, translates into a kind of critical cross-dressing,
a process of self-fashioning, or refashioning, to which anyone can subscribe. . .” (187).
Johnson rendered herself a fetish through her fashion, an agentive act underscored by
each word’s common etymological origin in the Latin root facere, to make. As a hyperconscious construction of her own making, she could both gaze as performer, and be
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Critical stances vary as to the socio-political implications of Johnson’s dress. For a
more thorough treatment of this debate, see Sabine Milz “Publica(c)tion”: E. Pauline
Johnson’s Publishing Venues and Contemporary Significance,” Studies in Canadian
Literature, vol. 29, no. 1, 2004.
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gazed upon, as the performed. Ironizing the emergent need for rigid and exclusionary
constructions of race, class, and gender, her fluidity pushes against dispossessive
frameworks of governance reliant on a frozen image of Indigenous Peoples relegated to
an ahistorical past.
While Johnson’s costume was constitutive of multiple and disparate narratives
and nations, the wampum belt warrants further discussion here, as the treasured beads
indoctrinated an economy of nature that fueled the fur trade and led to further abuses of
First Nations people. Carved from white (whelk) and purple (quahog) mollusk shells,
making wampum beads is a difficult and time-consuming process. The harvesting,
crafting, and exchange of wampum is significant to a study of Hodinöhsö:ni’
(Haudenosaunee) culture as well as to the history of Canadian colonization, and
Johnson’s choice to title her first collection of verse The White Wampum (1895) attests to
the social significance of wampum beads for Eastern Woodlands tribes. According to
anthropologist David Graeber, “the study of wampum is of potentially enormous interest
to any theory of value” (118). For many tribes of the Algonkian who lived in what is now
considered the Great Lakes Region and New England, wampum produced a kind of
investiture that transferred both self and name from the dead to the living, a material
memory that could become re-embodied in ritual. The transfer of a wampum necklace
could accomplish this transference. Wampum was also a tool of negotiation and peace
among the tribal nations of the Iroquois League. Wampum become a mediator in intertribal discourse. Graeber explains,
Wampum was the essential medium of all peacemaking. Every act of diplomacy,
both within the League and outside it, had to be carried out through the giving and
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receiving of wampum. If a message had to be sent, it would be “spoken into”
belts or strings of wampum, which the messenger would present to the recipient.
Such belts or strings were referred to as “words”; they were often woven into
mnemonic patterns bearing on the import of the message. In council, too, speakers
would accompany their arguments with belts of wampum—also called “words”—
laying them down one after the other as the material embodiments of their
arguments.

(125)

Promises made in treaties were preserved on belts of wampum and recited each year at
gatherings. When colonist fur-traders realized wampum’s value to the Iroquois, they
manipulated its exchange within the fur trade, where it became the primary currency.
What was once a natural object of social and spiritual value for pre-capitalist Native
communities became a tool for commercial gain and manipulation among European
settlers and traders.
Johnson acknowledges this commodification of wampum and the disparities
between Indigenous and colonial settler theories of value in the preface to The White
Wampum (1895). She amplifies this difference by denoting it with the only phrase that
disrupts the otherwise tightly woven layers of parallelism in the extended analogy. After
a series of comparisons illustrated how wampum and words are “alike” in their enduring
cultural value, the mention of coin seems wholly out of place:
As wampums to the Redman, so to the poet are his
Songs; chiseled alike from that which is the purest
of his possessions, woven alike with meaning into
belt and book, fraught alike with the corresponding
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message of peace, the breathing of tradition, the
value of more than coin, and the seal of fellowship. (emphasis added)
Despite this difference in capitalist market and Indigenous social economies, she
foregrounds the analogy’s rhetoric of similarity. Presented as living materials that are
carefully constructed for signifying and sharing, both “wampums” and “Songs” create
and maintain kinships and communities. Beyond the quantifiable value of coin and in
opposition to the de-territorializing effects of capitalism, wampum, as a simultaneously
aesthetic and expressive material of national significance, acts to reterritorialize Iroquois
lands and culture (the Hiawatha wampum belt remains an important symbol of resistance
and sovereignty for the Haudenosaunee Confederacy).
After an additional verse in this provocative preface, the poet signs only her
initials, E.P.J. The pronoun referents here are explicitly masculine, and Johnson’s
authorship on the front cover page reveals her first significant use of a new nom de
plume—her paternal great-grandfather’s name, Tekahionwake. Translated to English, the
name means “double wampum,” and her self-transference of his name assumes a
patrilineal heritage in the matrilineal Iroquoian society that she claimed as her own. This
ambiguity of gender and blurring of identity categories also characterize the primary texts
in this study. In search of a publisher, Johnson presented her first collection of verse to
Bodley Head publishing house during her first visit to London in 1894. Founder John
Lane embraced diverse and daring writers, especially “exponents of naturalist fiction,
women’s rights and erotic decadence” (Gray 189). Editor John Davidson selected and
arranged the poems, placing the seven ballads containing explicitly Native characters in
the opening pages, further emphasizing Johnson’s Indigenous identity. Though the
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content and style of the thirty-six poems in The White Wampum vary significantly and in
multiple ways, “The Idlers” and “Wave-Won” present provocative possibilities for queer
ecological discourse. The fluidity in the site of erotic exchange suggests an economy of
nature in which the interrelatedness of life-forms both determines and blurs subjectivity.
Each poem is coded in ecologically-inflected erotics that transcend corporeal boundaries
between human and more-than-human bodies.
In “The Idlers,” a nine-stanza verse that reflects the influence of Algernon Charles
Swinburne’s Sapphic lyrics, two lovers drift in a canoe.88 Embedded within an economy
of nature that offers possibility, consonance, dissonance, gain, and loss, the two lovers
engage in an interaction with an uncertain consummation. At the poem’s close, one fact
is certain—there will be a cost. The opening stanza introduce a vital sensorium of nature
that throws the lovers’ exterior gestures of idleness into sharp relief. The sun’s power
surges and wanes as the rest of nature likewise becomes passive and serves as an
ecological context for the embodied interplay:
The sun’s red pulses beat,
Full prodigal of heat,
Full lavish of its lustre unrepressed;
But we have drifted far
From where his kisses are,
And in this landward-lying shade we let our paddles rest.

88

Johnson often carried a copy of Swinburne’s verse, and she met the poet himself in his
later, tamer years when Theodore Watts-Dunton invited her to dinner. For more
information, see Linda Revie’s “Pauline Johnson’s Sapphic Wampum” (2002).
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The river, deep and still,
The maple-mantled hill,
The little yellow beach whereon we lie,
The puffs of heated breeze,
All sweetly whisper—These
Are days that only come in a Canadian July.

So, silently we two
Lounge in our still canoe,
Nor fate, nor fortune matters to us now:
So long as we alone
May call this dream our own,
The breeze may die, the sail may droop, we care
not when or how.
This unstructured and undomesticated space has a pulse that is established by the explicit
use of the word in the poem’s opening line and continues with alternating patterns of
stressed syllables, mostly iambic. The pattern of initial syllables in each stanza reflects
the energy of its content. The “full prodigal” and “full lavish” evoke a thermally-charged
labio-dental thrust of heated possibility which quickly fades into the weak stress of the
conjunctions and prepositions “but,” “from,” and “and” that follow, an indication of a
dying wind and ensuing silence. The spatio-temporal dimensions are also blurred in this
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ecological space of queer desire. The lovers “have drifted far” to “landward-lying shade”
in the first stanza but lie on a “little yellow beach” in the second, and “lounge in our still
canoe” in the third. The yoking together of space and time in “Canadian July” in the
second stanza provides little stability in its capaciousness—such a delimiting reference
seems wholly out of place in this erotic wilderness. In the third stanza, the dominant
present tense and latent possibility suggested in the potential mode of the repeated “may”
heighten the anticipation of an erotic encounter.
In the stanzas that comprise the middle section of the poem, references to the
thwart and gunwale situate the lovers in a canoe, but the signifiers of place become
corporeal in “muscle,” “hand,” “hair,” and “eye.” Though the poem shifts its foreground
to human bodies, the enmeshed presence of nature continues as the speaker kisses the
blowing wind and cloud shadows inhabit the companion’s eyes. The act of idling
dissolves spatial boundaries and becomes an erotic art:
Against the thwart, near by,
Inactively you lie,
And all too near my arm your temple bends.
Your indolently crude,
Abandoned attitude,
Is one of ease and art, in which a perfect languor blends.

Your costume, loose and light,
Leaves unconcealed your might
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Of muscle, half-suspected, half defined;
And falling well aside,
Your vesture opens wide,
Above your splendid sunburnt throat that pulses unconfined.

With easy unreserve,
Across the gunwale’s curve,
Your arm superb is lying, brown and bare;
Your hand just touches mine
With import firm and fine,
(I kiss the very wind that blows about your tumbled hair).

Ah! Dear, I am unwise
In echoing your eyes
Whene’er they leave their far off gaze, and turn
To melt and blur my sight;
For every other light
Is servile to your cloud-grey eyes, wherein cloud
shadows burn.
The “sunburnt throat that pulses unconfined” may be an image that leads to a
heteronormative reading of the poem, but it remains ambiguous rather than definite. A
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literal reading of human bodies may attribute the “pulsing” to the laryngeal prominence,
or, Adam’s apple, and subsequent assignment of male gender. The underlying
assumption that proper female canoeists would not wear an “open vesture” may also
account for this reading. But the fluidity that characterizes Johnson’s self-representation
in terms of gender, race, and class disallow such an easy figuring.
The speaker also describes the gesture of skin-to-skin contact between hands, a
subtle yet singular movement that further intensifies desire. The confluence of language
and skin echoes Roland Barthes’ sentiments in A Lover’s Discourse: “Language is a skin:
I rub my language against the other. It is as if I had words instead of fingers, or fingers at
the tip of my words. My language trembles with desire” (73). The merging of visual and
tactile literacies opens a space where wampum, fingers, and eyes engage in a
communicative and erotically-charged exchange that blurs sight, subverting it to the
pleasure of the sensorium experience.
At this point of climactic tension between the tactile and timid, the penultimate
stanza describes a break in the silence. The text of the speech act remains undisclosed
despite a list of qualifiers. The amorous elocution both disrupts and sustains the
speaker’s erotic reverie while remaining illegible to the reader. The latent possibilities
dissolve in the subsequent loss and anticipation of cost in the final stanza, replete with
abstraction:
But once the silence breaks,
But once your ardour wakes
To words that humanize this lotus-land;
So perfect and complete
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Those burning words and sweet,
So perfect is the single kiss your lips lay on my hand.

The paddles lie disused,
The fitful breeze abused,
Has dropped to slumber, with no after-blow;
And hearts will pay the cost,
For you and I have lost,
More than the homeward blowing wind that died an hour ago.
The competing and conflicting tenses in the final lines find a specific temporal marker in
“an hour ago,” but that marker was already determined by wind, no longer part of the
enmeshed exchange. The boundaries between and among the subjects—speaker,
companion, canoe, paddle, and nature in its many forms—are in constant flux of desire
and lack, presence and absence. This lack of a definable, stable space creates what
Morton might refer to as “liquid life,” in which “life-forms constitute a mesh, a
nontotalizable, open-ended concatenation of interrelations that blur and confound
boundaries at practically any level: between species, between the living and the
nonliving, between organism and environment” (275-6). Indeed, the canoe’s near erasure
from the poem renders it little more than a prop, a site for the primary performance of the
erotic exchange. According to Erickson, “the ideal relationship of connection to
landscape held by the canoe is about hiding the actual form of the relationship with the
landscape, whether racist colonialism or the production of heterosexuality, to accomplish
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a fetishizing of the leisured, supposed innocent connection to the land of the new world”
(Queering 313). Johnson’s erotic canoe poetry subverts this figure of the canoe as an
appropriated tool for colonial conquest and procreation. Instead, she reclaims nonnormative ecologies from the national narrative and eroticizes the wilderness of her old
world on her own terms.
In “Wave-Won,” a seven-stanza verse written in sestets (aabccb) of rime couée,
or, tail-rhyme, Johnson inverts the characteristic short line at the end of each stanza with
a longer line of heptameter. The varying meter and irregular line length create a
momentum that evokes an erotically-charged memory. As the title of “The Idlers”
suggests a performed passivity, so does “Wave-Won” presents a site of dynamic energy
and consummation. Again, the speaker, beloved, water, and canoe become enmeshed in a
liquid life. Though the verse begins with the situated temporal marker of “tonight,” it
quickly turns to a past-tense recollection of a northern summer night, replete with gothic
imagery:

TO-NIGHT I hunger so,
Belovéd one, to know
If you recall and crave again the dream
That haunted our canoe,
And wove its witchcraft through
Our hearts as ’neath the northern night we sailed the northern stream.
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Ah! dear, if only we
As yesternight could be
Afloat within that light and lonely shell,
To drift in silence ’till
Heart-hushed, and lulled and still
The moonlight through the melting air flung forth its fatal spell.

The dusky summer night,
The path of gold and white
The moon had cast across the river’s breast,
The shores in shadows clad,
The far-away, half-sad
Sweet singing of the whip-poor-will, all soothed our souls to rest.
After the initial stanzas establish the exposition of the lyric in ecologic terms, the poem
pivots, as in “The Idlers,” to the interplay of human bodies. While several of Johnson’s
other poems adopt an explicitly gendered and raced persona, her widespread fame as a
skilled canoeist align her more closely with the ungendered speaker in these poems.
Though regatta rules required men to handle the paddle and steer from the stern, Johnson
was proud of the fact that she often usurped this position and earned the moniker “the
best boy in the crowd” (Gray 110-11). With or without this biographical context, the
speaker’s identity remains ambiguous. The power relations become blurred between the
dominant speaker-paddler, the submissive object of desire, and the rapids themselves.
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No longer simply barometers of desire and consummation, the water dissolves and flows
over the bifurcation between human and more-than-human bodies, between the actual
and the imagined:
You trusted I could feel,
My arm as strong as steel,
So still your upturned face, so calm your breath,
While circling eddies curled,
While laughing rapids whirled
From boulder unto boulder, ’till they dashed themselves to death.

Your splendid eyes aflame
Put heaven’s stars to shame,
Your god-like head so near my lap was laid—
My hand is burning where
It touched your wind-blown hair,
As sweeping to the rapids verge, I changed my paddle blade.

The boat obeyed my hand,
’Till wearied with its grand
Wild anger, all the river lay aswoon,
And as my paddle dipped,
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Thro’ pools of pearl it slipped
And swept beneath a shore of shade, beneath a velvet moon.

To-night, again dream you
Our spirit-winged canoe
Is listening to the rapids purling past?
Where, in delirium reeled
Our maddened hearts that kneeled
To idolize the perfect world, to taste of love at last.
In a poem brimming with sensory exchange, gender is again conspicuously absent, an
example of the “identificatory lack” Dickinson observes. The abundance of queer
gestures among various bodies, both human and water, engenders sensations that magnify
the mystery of the open-ended exchange. Rodriguez posits that “gestures remain
indeterminate, open to having their meanings transformed through other gestures and
speech acts that follow in their wake or precede them onto the stages of signification” (4).
Citing Giorgio Agamben’s Means Without End, she describes how a “stream of gestures
occasions the possibility if thinking about discourse as constituting a corporeal practice; it
suggests an embodied form of political action that signals a futurity, even if it refuses
arrival” (5). Indeed, much remains unarticulated in the always ongoing wake of this
entanglement of bodies. The most animated agent in the exchange is the water in its many
forms—it is “circling,” “curled,” “laughing,” “whirled,” and “dashed” before suffering a
death. It later becomes “wearied with its grand wild anger” and then “lies aswoon.” We
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are reminded in the closing stanza that the water continues still, undead after its death,
with “rapids purling past.” This continuance echoes the sentiments of what Morton has
called “dark ecology,” an acknowledgement of “the zombielike quality of interconnected
life-forms something profound yet ironic, neither nihilistic nor solipsistic, but aware, like
a character in a noir movie of her or his entanglement in and with life-forms (279). The
em dash in the fifth stanza might be read as an indication of the speaker’s awareness of
this entanglement and its seemingly fantastical divinity. It further signifies a return to the
speaker’s present moment of recollection and is followed by one of only two uses of the
present progressive verb tense (“my hand is burning”) in the poem. The coded language
of nature and gesture describes the rest of the erotic experience until the end of the poem,
where the other present progressive verb is attributed to the canoe who “is listening,” still
situated in the space of the remembered erotic encounter. The maintenance of the
individual memory perpetuates its possibility and enmeshes the reader in its communal
continuance, on and on, without end.
The water that keeps going and going is a literal fluidity that provides a figurative
space for the foreplay and climax of a non-normative erotic encounter. In the temporal
structure framed by “tonight” in the first and final stanzas, there is a looking back, a
laying down of words for the evocation and quickening of the remembered experience.
Arranged in various lengths and stresses, the words recall and re-enact. They weave
together a Song that, like wampum beads, composes and communicates a memory that
still stirs the present and remains available in an undetermined future. There is neither
room nor need to mention Canada in such a space; for the lovers who remember and the
canoe that still listens, it is simply “a world,” free of geo-political boundaries and full of
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unnamed possibilities. The need for patriotism and acknowledgment of a national space
has been subverted to the energies of nature and pleasures of erotic play. Johnson once
wrote,
There is nothing that drives me as crazy as a rapid. My brain goes aflame when I
see the distant whitecaps, my heart pulses wildly with the first faint music of
waters galloping madly over their rocky obstructions, singing, surging, laughing
their endless reckless poetry—the world holds no such music for me as the cool
calling of waters that my bow will kiss and conquer before the hour is over. (qtd.
Gray 105)
The eco-erotics in this ecological encounter are charged with thermal, visual, kinesthetic,
and aural imagery. Johnson’s articulation of this visceral, intimate, and frequent conquest
in terms that affirm her place within, rather than displace her from, familiar waters,
challenges the colonial narrative of terra nullius and its disavowal of Indigenous
dispossession. Instead, the hyper-sensory intimacy between human and ecological bodies
recasts imperial conquest in non-normative terms that assert reciprocity and respect in
human-environmental relations. With pen and paddle, her queer gestures undermine the
heteronormative mode of knowing that perpetuates the patriarchal national ethos
anchored by “the fetishizing of the boat as an aesthetic object of the nation and an
ontological way of seeing the world” (Erickson Canoe Nation 21). As her canoe becomes
an extension and fulfillment of her own embodied desires, the conquering of rapids is an
ephemeral exchange that momentarily joins her, body and bow, with their “endless
reckless poetry” before leaving them, in all their madness, to continue—to sing and to
laugh, undaunted and unceasing in their fluid living.
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“Canoeing matters,” Erickson contends, “because it can illustrate the mobilization
of power and politics through nature, leisure, and nation” (ibid xiii). Johnson’s erotic
canoe verse disrupts this mobilization by underscoring the eco-erotic, non-statist
relationships that connect human and more-than-human bodies across temporal registers
and geo-political boundaries. This disruption implies an Indigenous claim to territory
that queers and reclaims the canoe as a playful yet formidable tool for decolinization. The
nation, as an imagined community, cannot exist without an imagined history and a
literary nationalism that continually reiterates it. The construction of this history relies on
a network of normative narratives to define and sustain it, along with an audience of
conditioned subjects who “assign meaning in ways that are always already infused with
cultural modes of knowing” (Rodriguez 2). But what if we re-imagine what constitutes a
nation, and further—what constitutes a narrative? These are just two questions that might
lead to a recognition of the fluidity in these infused, and infusing, cultural modes of
knowing. Regarding the former, Lisa Brooks (Abenaki) offers a “different kind of
nationalism. . . not based on the theoretical and physical models of the nation-state; a
nationalism that is not based on notions of nativism or binary oppositions between insider
and outsider, self and other ” but instead “relies on multi-faceted lived experience” and is
sustained by acts of gathering “in particular places” (qtd. in Weaver, Womack, and
Warrior 244). In a similar departure from colonial constructions of the nation-state, Craig
Womack (Creek-Cherokee) conceives of nationhood as “an intermingling of politics,
imagination, and spirituality” (60). Regarding a more expansive understanding of what
constitutes a narrative, scholars like Birgit Brander Rasmussen, Robin Kimmerer, and
Hilary Wyss call for a re-calibration in our understanding of Indigenous textualities,
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modes of literacy, and ultimately, intellectual history. Wampum, for example, constitutes
a multi-sensory ongoing narrative in tribal nation-building. The queer ecologies in
Johnson’s canoe verse ask us to reimagine the human exceptionalism and
heteronormativity that undergird Western constructions of the nation-state.
Queering the waters unsettles the foundations of white heteropatriarchy and the
rigid colonial regimes that fortify it through private and, by hegemonic extension,
national domesticity. The erotic gestures in and of Johnson’s canoe challenge settler
colonial constructions of desire as something to be pragmatically contained within the
heteronormative boundaries of marriage. The 1876 Indian Act, designed to regulate and
assimilate Indigenous Peoples through a variety of mechanisms, included marriage as an
enticement for Indigenous women to gain “enfranchisement” in exchange for submission
to patriarchy and dissolution of tribal identity. By paying attention to the subversive
potential of Johnson’s canoe, we heed the call in Queer Indigenous Studies to interrogate
“the ways that heteronormativity—the normalizing and privileging of patriarchal
heterosexuality and its gender and sexual expressions—undermines struggles for
decolonization and sovereignty and buoys the powers of colonial governance” (Driskill et
al 19).
As foundational to establishing and perpetuating settler colonialism, literary
nationalism often draws binaries that construct and embed cultural modes of knowing.
For example, Dickinson considers the normative influence of what many consider
Canada’s first historical novel, John Richardson’s Wacousta; or, The Prophecy (1832).
While the sentimental and violent text others First Nations Peoples, it also others
undomesticated spaces. The novel propounds a wilderness-domestic binary, and “virtue
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will not be allowed to triumph amid a chaotic wilderness setting where national, social,
and sexual conventions have not yet been stabilized” (Dickinson 15). This enduring fear
of the wilderness, in its various representations and manifestations, has resulted in what
Northrop Frye named the “garrison mentality,” a fear of the landscape, wilderness, and
outsiders that has become part of the Canadian identity (227). In her study of Canadian
literature, Margaret Atwood agrees that the symbol of the frontier is significant, but she
asserts that the “central symbol for Canada . . .is undoubtedly Survival, la Survivance . . .
a multi-faceted and adaptable idea” (32). Though she later lamented the neglect of
Johnson in her earlier work, Atwood does discuss First Peoples’ representation in the
canon, arguing they “were used in Canadian literature for two main purposes: as
instruments of Nature the Monster, torturing and killing white victims; and as variants
themselves of the victim motif” (102). Johnson’s canoe poems’ disruption of this fatalist
determinism is twofold. First, she constructs “Nature” as a space for queer desire where
human bodies can engage with the pleasurable—and formidable—matrix of ecology.
Second, she is a First Nations writer who refuses victimhood and ensures survival with
both pen and paddle. Though she remains culturally embedded in constructions of
Canadian national identity, her queering of the categories upon which that very identity
depended bring her subversive fluidity to the fore.

“I could steer that old tub better”: Penetrating the Print Culture
By the time Bodley Head released The White Wampum in 1895, Johnson had already
seen much of her writing published in various North American serials and achieved
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considerable fame as both a poet and performer.89 Her earliest publications, including a
commemorative verse for the re-interment of Senecan orator Red Jacket in 1884 and
memorial ode for Revolutionary War Mohawk loyalist Joseph Brant in 1886, had woven
her name, along with theirs, into historical narratives on both sides of the national border.
In 1892, while she was crafting her costume and beginning her recital tour, the editor of
Toronto’s Saturday Night magazine, Hector W. Charlesworth, was calling her “the
greatest living poetess” (86). Not all critics were so kind, but they had at least one
interest in common—a fascination with Johnson’s Mohawk lineage and a desire to
speculate on its relevance to her literary and oratory skill. Seemingly aware of her
tenuous social position and literary ambition, Charlesworth lavished his praise on her in a
confusing amalgamation of essentialist, nativist, and imperialist terms, writing that “her
genius is wholly Indian” while attesting that he “never met any native-born Canadian
who gave a more complete sense of aristocracy than Pauline Johnson” (“Indian Poetess”
82; qtd. Gray 162). He took care to assert “there is nothing that is undignified or
deserves the term of erotic about Miss Johnson’s love songs” (84). His squeamishness
with the sensuality in her poetry might be explained by his perceived need to debunk
circulating theories of the “Indian Princess” or “Indian Maiden” as a “violently in love,”
suicidal "temptation," a stereotype that Johnson knew well and attacked herself in an
essay published by the Toronto Sunday Globe that same year (qtd. Fee and Nason 158).
Though times were changing, Johnson knew she was still living in a man’s world. Even
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For a provisional list of Johnson’s dated publications, see Strong-Boag and Gerson’s
list in Paddling Her Own Canoe, 219-236. “The Idlers” was first published in Saturday
Night (June 28, 1890) with a different ending than the one included in The White
Wampum. “Wave-Won” was first in Belford’s Magazine (August 4, 1892).
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Charlesworth, her devoted admirer, spoke from a position of patriarchal power when he
argued in a review of her poetry that “women must find their chief reward for well-doing
in the approval of men” (“Miss Pauline” qtd. Fee and Nason 265).
Still, women were increasingly joining the press in both editorship and authorship
positions, and Johnson was adept at finding sites for advancing her activist causes and
growing celebrity.90 Though she produced most of her published poems in the early years
of her literary career, she published prose, in various generic forms, throughout her life.
Unlike the mixture of indignation and vulnerability in many of her poems-turnedperformances, her essays exhibit a kind of stead strength that she must have witnessed
not only in the New Women around her, but also in her own Mohawk lineage, especially
her paternal grandmother who held considerable and steady sway with the Iroquois
Council as a hereditary clan mother (Gray 35-6). In one of her earlier works of prose, “A
Strong Race Opinion: On the Indian Girl in Modern Fiction,” Johnson reveals an assured
voice in her activist position. Criticizing the “impression amongst authors that such a
thing as tribal distinction does not exist” and attacking their portrayals of a “real live”
Indian girl without having ever met one, Johnson asks for a kind of reconciliation for “the
Redman [who] has suffered enough without additional losses and sorrows being heaped
upon him in romance” (qtd. Fee and Nason 156). She concludes her feminist argument
with a reminder of First Nations’ sovereignty and “national character” by asking if
“authors who write Indian romances love the nation they endeavor successfully or
unsuccessfully to describe” (ibid 162). Her rhetoric subtly places the onus on readers to
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For more on Johnson’s celebrity both during and after her death, see Lorraine York,
“’Your Star’: Pauline Johnson and the Tensions of Celebrity Discourse,” Canadian
Poetry, vol. 51, 2002, pp. 8-17.
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either learn or remember that First Nations existed, and still exist, within the geo-political
space of the colonized region that is now called Canada. Through this concluding
reference to national status and, by extension, legal pluralism, her argument champions
both feminist representations and Indigenous rights.
Canadian print culture, which was just establishing itself in fledgling frontier
towns at the end of the nineteenth century, offered a site for contentious colonial
discourse surrounding the angst over imperial confederation, naturalized citizenship, and
westward expansion. Newspapers became vehicles for “a kind of national curriculum”
that normalized racist ideologies, a feature that is certainly not unique to Canada
(Anderson and Cronlund 8). Since 1860, when Britain transferred jurisdiction over
Indigenous lands and livelihoods to the legislatures of its colonies, “protected Indians”
became wards of the state and land-hungry settlers wanted to see Natives assimilate or
vanish, much like their American neighbors to the south. The dominion government
“was eager to convert nomadic peoples like the Cree and Blackfoot to Christianity, settle
them on reserves, and teach them to farm” (Gray 72).91 In 1892, The Statistical YearBook of Canada reflected ideological trends:
It is the policy of the government to endeavor as much as possible to persuade
Indians to give up their wandering habits and stay on their reserves. Only those
brought into personal contact with the Indians can understand their ignorance,
superstition and laziness that have to be overcome before the Indians can be
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The Indian Act of 1876 initiated the designation of “Status” or “registered Indian” and
is still enforced by Canadian law. Gray’s statement focuses on the nomadic tribes whose
seasonally-directed lifeways challenged the imperial projects of private property
ownership and enclosure.
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persuaded to take genuine interest and perseverance in the simplest farming
operations. (qtd. Johnston 99)
It is within this cultural milieu that Johnson was writing, travelling, and, of course,
paddling. Frequently publishing with newspapers and magazines based in both Canada
and the United States, she found an audience for her entertaining canoe stories, narratives
that could provide this kind of “personal contact” with readers. Though Strong-Boag and
Gerson argue there is “little direct acknowledgement of her Native identity” or “specific
comments about Native advocacy” in these recreational stories, I argue that a closer look
at the plot points where she does acknowledge her Indigenous identity, particularly their
sub-textual subversions, reveals Johnson’s speaking back to settler-colonial stereotypes in
various ways that subtly weave a polit\ical tract into an otherwise playful text (Paddling
160). First, she embodies the memory and mastery of ecological spaces, implying a
claim of discovery and wealth of experiential knowledge that precedes settlers’ arrival
and undoes any charge of “ignorance.” Second, like Winnemucca, she asserts a physical
vitality that disallows any condemnation for laziness. On the contrary, she exhibits a
competence and strength that exceeds many of her Anglo male companions. She depicts
herself as a canoeist with both brains and brawn, always at the ready in the stern, unafraid
and voracious for rapids.
Appealing to readers of outdoor leisure magazines like Outing or The Rudder who
were likely seeking light-hearted escape from their wage-earning tedium, Johnson infuses
her canoe narratives with an irreverent humor and subversive wit. While she reached
literary circles, nationalist societies, and feminist sympathizers with her poems, essays,
and performances, she could endear herself to new, younger readers with her high-
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spirited narratives of outdoor adventure. A contemporary scholar of frontier theater has
gone so far as to call her “the quintessential Canadian speaker, as important to Canada as
Mark Twain was to the United States” (qtd. Carpenter 58). Though she contemplates the
many and varied powers of nature in these narratives, as in her canoe poems, she also
describes the (dis)comforts encountered by her cast of comical characters and the follies
that follow. In her study of camping for the predominantly white upper-middle class at
the turn of twentieth century, Phoebe Kropp observes that campers’ bodies “were usually
conduits for redemption of a more earthly sort” (17). Johnson, too, describes the
preparation of, and deep appreciation for, food and drink in these stories. She often refers
to the allure of “blessed bacon . . .sizzling in the pan” as an essential part of “tea,” and the
metonymic “white labels” chilling in streams and passed-around “flask” suggest that the
choice libations for these adventures were part of the escape from the restricting social
conventions of late Victorian Canada (“With Barry II” 296). At the same time, the
campers embody the modern vogue of outdoor recreation made popular by the
masculinist celebration of the strenuous life. Their physical foibles in portaging and
fearing unseen animals in the dark become the fodder for Johnson’s narrative slapstick
and concomitant gender critique.
But these stories also contain anti-modern sentiment in descriptions of the
restorative powers of more-than-human nature, a qualitative assessment that Johnson
juxtaposes—much like the article that opens this chapter—with the smoke and throb of
industrial machinery. Though Johnson does not foreground her Indigenous identity in
these narratives, nor does she erase it, opting instead to highlight her position as a clever
and capable woman who appreciates the freedom of wild spaces, seemingly away from
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civilization, as a great equalizer among the sexes. Rather than leaving gender ambiguous,
as she does in her canoe verse, Johnson identifies herself as a woman who defies gender
conventions with her physical rigor and ironic humor. Swenson notes that “by writing on
canoeing, she could seduce readers, control readerly conceptions of her gender and
cultural identity, and subsequently control her own, independent destiny” (Canoe
Passages 176). Opposing the legal directives to categorize Indigenous bodies and settle
them on reserves, Johnson’s travelogues assert her adaptability and mobility across
multiple registers—geographic, gendered, and raced. As sites for “forced intimacy,”
canoes and camps offered a space to unsettle or invert normative gender roles. Still,
Johnson’s vital connection to her Indigenous identity is never too far away from the
surface of these narratives. Much like encountering and navigating the climactic rapids,
sometimes listening carefully provides more valuable insight than outright visibility.
In matters of outdoor adventure, Johnson was writing from a place of multigenerational familiarity, a fact that sets her apart from her Non-native companions and
readers. Though the camping and canoeing craze had only recently arrested the attention
of the white middle class, for whom “camping figured meaningfully in the expansion of
tourist choices,” Johnson was raised on the water (Kropp 5). Her father set each of his
children in the bow of a canoe “as soon as each could sit safely in a small craft. Their first
solo expeditions, when they were still small, were limited to the broad, fast-moving
stretch of flat water in front of Chiefswood” (Gray 104). Biographer Betty Keller writes
that Johnson “soon knew every shallow and rapid on the Grand River and paddled her
little canoe ‘Wildcat’ as if she had been born on the water” (16). By 1891, she found a
publisher for her stories in Outing magazine, where the editor commissioned her to write
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a series of columns named “Outdoor Pastimes for Women” (Gray 118). Likening the
female athlete in northern climes to a seductive huntress, Johnson accentuates her gender,
writing, “The girl who can weather the wintry gale . . . will slay more than bears, will
bring to her feet rarer game than deer” (qtd. ibid). With the survival skills afforded by pen
and paddle, Johnson depicted herself (by all accounts, accurately so) as an adept outdoor
companion with an irresistible wit and vital sexuality. Having already found a stage for
transferring her written works into alluring recitative performances, the market for nature
writing also rendered animated story-telling a profitable enterprise. Each creative venue
provided a space for orality and literacy to merge and reciprocate in mutually generative
ways.
In her first publication for Outing, “Ripples and Paddle Plashes: A Canoe Story”
(1891), Johnson opens with a description of The Wildcat’s arrival. After placing a
specific order for the dimensions and design of the vessel, including a “brass keel” for
navigating “stony shoals” and boulders, she admires the beauty of the boat, not as a
“court beauty, all varnished and polished,” but as “a sturdy little craft” (48). Having
established herself as practical expert and owner of a manufactured canoe, she goes on to
narrate the tale of how she and her friend Puck, “beau-less and bold” were accompanied
by four other canoes and “paddle[d] eighty miles without the aid of masculine muscle”
(ibid). Johnson makes only one mention of geographic location (the beginning of the run
was in “Northern Ontario”) as her narrative focuses on engaging and entertaining the
reader with stock characters and physical humor. A common feature in these recreational
travel narratives is a clownish male figure, in this case “Johnnie,” who “is always last”
and “the laziest drone about going up stream or against the wind or portaging that I ever
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saw” (49). In contrast, Johnson underscores herself as an expert canoeist and shares her
Indigenous identity only when describing the sleeping accommodations, a scene in which
she subtly lays claim to place. Proclaiming that her “forefathers surely knew the happiest
and healthiest way of tenting,” she laments that she and Puck pitched their canvas
quarters on a rugged rock and feels “ashamed to go back on [their] method . . . in the
very territory they invaded and won their greatest victories in years and years ago.”
Describing her current discomfort, she muses that “the rocks seemed to grow tired of
investigating Puck’s pretty pink, English flesh, and my native anatomy seemed to relax
and accommodate its surface to the roughest conglomeration of sticks and stones. I
suppose, really, we got used to it. (49-50). Here Johnson renders Puck’s feminized and
raced body a passive recipient of pain while the rocks are given agency in their
investigation. In describing her own adaptability, Johnson’s essentialized and
ungendered “native anatomy” enacts her own kind of victory, a means to merge with the
earth upon which she lays, both laterally and literally. If Puck is the “court beauty,” then
Johnson is the “sturdy craft.” Still, in this passage of seeming and supposing that denotes
racial alterity, both bodies “got used to it,” an observation that collapses difference within
the sphere of ephemeral domestication that typified camping in the late nineteenth
century. Their common gender, despite their different race, becomes the undergirding of
their adaptability.
By highlighting and then erasing intersections of race and comfort, Johnson
challenges the civilized ideal through a veil of humor. These sophisticated moves toward
identifying with and then separating from the white reader are not uncommon in
Johnson’s writing. Indeed, this kind of rhetorical vacillation characterizes each author-
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activist in this study. Cari Carpenter observes that “Johnson is most successful in
performance and text when she is able to convince her predominantly Anglo audience
that it is included and then, at that very moment, draw a sharp line between her nation
and theirs” (57). Though her erotic canoe poetry contains a pronounced lack of sexual,
racial, or national identity, the playful nature of her canoe prose opens a space for
resistance in explicitly feminist and Indigenous terms. In “A Week in the Wildcat”
(1893), another story for Outing, she makes no mention of her Mohawk lineage but
focuses instead on her companion Joe, whom she writes as a foil to herself: “Joe is a very
nice boy, and he recites prettily. He lies back in the canoe and lets me manage the sail,
paddle, steer, run rapids, and anything else, while he repeats, in a dreamy fashion, poems
that breathe more poetry because of his saying them” (47). She feminizes Joe throughout
this story and describes how “the portage came very hard on the men,” denying them the
Victorian ideal of vigorous manliness in physical sport while claiming it for herself in the
stern (48). The outdoors became not only a proving ground for manliness but also a kind
of stage for civilized behavior. Kropp writes, “[Campers’] behavior, their bodily
sensations of comfort and discomfort, their visceral and narrative reactions to nature all
suggest that the campers’ wilderness was not outside of civilization but a kind of stage
for it” (7). When fresh water becomes scarce, the race between Johnson and Joe to
quench their thirst upon discovery of a “pure sparkling little stream” becomes a test for
Joe’s “politeness regarding the giving of the first drink. . . “ However, she “snatches the
tin cup already filled,” leaving his intentions unknown and the test inconclusive (48). At
a slight remove from the consumer ease of civilization, commodities took on a different
value in the camping-induced context of scarcity. Though her stories celebrate the
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communities that form through the macrocosm of canoe camping, the finer details of
character and action in certain scenes, though outwardly comic, render her canoe articles
subtle critiques of settler civilization as well as acts of feminist, Indigenous resistance.
Of all her canoe journalism, these subversive qualities are most obvious in her
travelogue series, “With Barry in the Bow: A Record of Five Cruises on Five Famous
Waters,” published by The Rudder Magazine from September 1896 through September of
1897. By this time, Johnson had been touring extensively as she “criss-crossed the
continent day after day, trying to keep her costumes clean and her creditors at bay” (Gray
233). She begins her first story in the series with a bleak portrait of Lyceum life.
Explaining that recital audiences watch her “prance about in an uncouth costume” and
accepting that she and her cousin Barry are “show folks,” she takes a metanarrative
moment to inform her readers that “added to this enormity is a still blacker crime, we are
journalists” (“With Barry I” 268). She then steers the story into familiar story-telling
waters—the satiric portrayal of her male companion Barry who “was born without a
conscience” and displays a tendency, not surprisingly, toward comedic melodrama.
Within this context of light-hearted humor, Johnson delivers her most explicit critique of
colonialism. While preparing to embark on their journey through Saskatchewan, they
learn that they are to navigate waterways in “big, clumsy, cottonwood dugouts” (“With
Barry III” 32). In her description of this scene, Johnson draws not only the sharp line that
Carpenter notes, but a multiplicity of lines that provide resistance in several registers.
First, Johnson describes their reaction to the dugouts, similar in sensation but opposite in
source:
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Simultaneously Barry and I gave exclamations of delight, Barry for the very good
reason that he had never paddled a dugout; and as he is a being who loves novel
sensations he evidently looked forward to this cruise as an experience. I for the
opposing reason was pleased. My first canoe was an old Indian dugout, and in it
my childish fingers first closed on a paddle handle. At the age of nine years I
could steer that old tub better than many a Parliament steers the ships of State.
(32)
By placing the skills developed by her early education and experience in direct
opposition with Barry’s whimsy, Johnson undermines the seemingly sturdy hierarchy of
patriarchal colonialism. To amplify her point, she makes her analogy to statecraft explicit
here. The implications in her superior ability to steer through rapids merges her
Indigenous self-determination with the material histories of colonial violence. Nowhere
else in her writing does the act of steering so directly figure with structures of
governance.
Much like her erotic poetry, the canoe here also represents a site of memories and
possibilities. Swenson notes that the “connection between cultural meaning and physical
property is particularly resonant in the canoe as it is a thing that moves us: forms of
conveyance are especially evocative repositories of memory and feeling in literature and
culture” (Swenson “Canoe Passages” 3). The sight of the dugout canoe becomes a
reminder of Johnson’s youth on the Grand River Reserve:
The very sight of that dugout hauled cumbersomely up on shore carried me back
to the old baby days on the Indian reserve; and when I was fairly stowed away
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astern, with Barry in the bow and the kit amidships, some gathered years rolled
away and I was a child again. (32)
Here, Johnson’s sentimental recollection serves to both humanize her at the textual site of
Indigenous identification and assert her position of power in the narrative present. Her
selection of the positioning terms “astern” and “amidships” continue the invitation for
figurative interpretations regarding the canoe as a ship of state. Barry, after all, is in the
bow, and Johnson’s temporary resumption of her childhood is followed by the beginning
of their launch onto the water, “the kinetic experience of a shift in a rider’s perception of
space and time” (Swenson Canoe Passages 3). As the journey begins and Johnson returns
to the narrative present, she describes her appreciation for and admiration of the “solitary
Indian . . .left in charge” who “stood motionless and silent on the shore—tobacco and
silver failed to reduce him to the servility and urbane oiliness that characterizes the white
or black man you happen to tip” (32). In its entirety, this passage is rich with subversion
in its critique of imperial power structures and settler-colonialism as it presents both
feminist and Indigenous advocacy. Johnson asserts the rigor and reward of Native landbased education, implies a subsequent right to Indigenous land claims, and forecloses
hegemonic discourses of Indigenous inferiority. She does all of this under the veil of
humor.
Like the epigraph that opened this chapter, Johnson’s poetics emerge most
decidedly when she narrates the aural qualities of an eco-erotic exchange, a scene that
concludes many of these canoe stories. In “Ripples and Paddle Plashes,” she and Puck
encounter “a rapid whose dash of danger flew to one’s head like wine and fascinated you
into a daring recklessness” just before “the lumber yards and saw mills of the backwoods
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station” come into sight (51). She concludes “A Week in the Wildcat” with her
maneuvering feat through rapids with “wild freaks of steering” followed by the senses
that accompany the material histories of colonialism, “a column of pearly-gray smoke,
the throb, throb, throb of machinery, the scent of newly sawed pine-boards, the steady
rush of waters over the apron of a dam, the thin shriek of a locomotive” (48). And in the
last installment of “Barry in the Bow” (despite the editor’s addition of “to be continued”
at its close), Johnson describes the everchanging river, warning that “the channel you
were safe to run last year will probably be a sand bar by now.” The dynamic agency in
these fluid ecologies translates into a terrifying but beautiful musicality as, approaching
the rapids, “Barry was singing a rollicking song” and “the whole vast orchestra of the
river blared up their thousand responses in the notes only a rapid can sing. We lept down
the throat of it all.” She infuses the thrill of this powerful scene with a reminder of
colonial violence as “suddenly above the laughing merriment of waters arose a wild
human shriek” (“With Barry V” 271). Though she quickly shares that it is not the
haunting screams of her “red ancestors” but rather the protestations of comic character
Aunt Jerry, soaked in her “dainty French boots” in the canoe behind them, the aural
image borne of a history of ongoing violence has been recorded, both in Johnson’s
narrative and the reader’s consumption of it.
Johnson concludes the travelogue series with a “little song” she wrote with Barry.
Inspired by the “splendor of the Rocky Mountains,” the verse celebrates “Kicking Horse
River” as a personification of defiance against oppression: “It doesn’t care for grandeur,/
It doesn’t care for state./ It flips its little fingers in the very face of state.” After this first
stanza elevates the river above the forces of materialism and nation-state, the second
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stanza opens with its condescension toward imperialism: “It laughs among the monarchs,
It giggles at the kings.” In each of the three stanzas, the Kicking Horse flows through
opposition with unchecked energy, and in the final words repeated at the close of each
stanza we learn that it “takes another way” (272). As the embodiment of resistance and
resilience, the Kicking Horse Rivers becomes a proxy for Johnson’s own talking back to
civilization. For the years that followed these recreational publications, she toured
relentlessly until her health forced her to retire. She chose to navigate the challenges of a
terminal breast cancer diagnosis in a region she had come to know intimately and would
take her final canoe trips—Vancouver.

“The gestures of his voiceful hands”: Storying the Present
Johnson’s final published work, Legends of Vancouver (1911), consists of a collection of
fifteen Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish) legends in which she mediates as Indigenous storyteller. Facing her own terminal diagnosis, she also grieved the loss of Suápuluck (Chief
Joe Capilano), who, along with his wife Líxwelut (Mary Agnes), were her trusted sources
for the legends. She explains in the foreword that she first met Capilano during a 1906
trip to London. He was there to fight against new game laws and settler encroachment in
British Columbia, a territory confederated in 1871 and “the only province in Canada
where Europeans had appropriated land from the indigenous peoples without negotiating
land treaties” (Gray 323). He and his family welcomed her warmly upon her settling in
Vancouver, and “he frequently remarked that [the legends] had never been revealed to
any other English-speaking person” (Legends 7). Across tribal and linguistic differences,
Johnson assumes the position of transmitter of traditional knowledge to her readers as she
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records the spoken legends that are further enunciated by “the gestures of his voiceful
hands” (109). Through acts of translation that can never be fully visible to the reader,
Johnson not only shares but also shapes the narratives in ways that critique and resist her
own historical present.
The variety in framing devices and points of view gives Johnson room to
experiment with voice and play with her connection to readers while addressing them
directly. Often referring to specific geographical sites by their Indigenous endonyms and
specific temporal, often seasonal, markers for the legend’s telling, she situates most of the
stories within a narrative frame before transcribing the legend itself. Through a queering
of linear time, the fluid temporal shifts encompass the pre-contact past of legends, the
past of Capilano’s telling, the narrative present, and the ongoing future. While they
imply a claim to the land from which they emerge and endure, the legends also
denaturalize patriarchal power structures and capitalist materialism. “The Siwash Rock”
legend, for example, fulfills a lack left by the settler colonial narratives in “numberless
magazines, all dealing with the recent ‘fad’ of motherhood” (19). Instead, “The Siwash
Rock” speaks of clean fatherhood, requiring that a father-to-be “swim swim, swim
through this hour when his fatherhood was coming upon him. It was the law that he must
be clean, spotlessly clean, so that when his child looked out upon the world it would have
the chance to live its own life clean” (21). In another inversion of separated Western
spheres, “The Recluse” tells of a chief who is exiled for siring twins and manages to
survive due to domestic skills that he performs “with the care of a housewife,” doing “as
he had seen his mother do in the long-ago” (31). This recasting of a domestic space in
the wild and inversion of gender norms in its construction denaturalizes gender power
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within colonial patriarchal hierarchies. Likewise, “The Lost Salmon Run” is a legend
instructive in the importance of welcoming a girl-child, further troubling the social
subordination of women and children as normative behaviors in a healthy, thriving
community.
A recalibration of culturally-conditioned modes of knowing might be achieved
through a discourse of queer ecology that encourages a rereading of familiar texts for the
non-normative relationships between nation and nature. One way to decolonize thinking
is to continue pushing against the colonial frameworks of literary canons and exposing
the nationalist indoctrination that is so infused in our ways of thinking as to be hardly
visible. A fluid understanding of and appreciation for what stories constitute an ecocentric, cosmopolitical ideology rather than an anthropocentric, patriotic narrative, can
decenter nationalist power structures and dislodge the discourse of determination. New
readings of old songs and stories can enact a productive collaboration that varies with
each retelling, an ongoing weaving together of narratives where words like “sustaining”
and “protector” replace “sustainable” and “protester” as vibrant, ongoing, conceptual
forces. At the same time, we live and share new stories that describe our everchanging
relationships to place. As Luce Iragary has warned, “If we continue to speak the same
language to each other, we will reproduce the same story. Begin the same stories all over
again. Don’t you feel it?” (69). An interrogation of this static sameness unsettles the
powers of the nation-state and empowers the self-determination of sovereign ecoconscious subjects.
We are surrounded by stories, and we are all story-tellers. Inspired by nineteenthcentury miniature carvings of canoes teeming with human and more-than-human
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passengers, sculptor Bill Reid crammed thirteen busy characters into a single dugout
canoe for his commissioned work The Spirit of Haida Gwaii. From the ancient and richly
symbolic materials of Haida culture, he constructed a new narrative without the stability
of a single, static interpretation or definite outcome. In a text poem he wrote to
accompany the work, he posits as many questions as answers. He observes that though
the paddles are together, and the man in the middle seems to have some vision of
what is to come . . . is there any purpose? Is the tall figure who may or may not be
the Spirit of Haida Gwaii leading us, for we are all in the same boat, to a sheltered
beach beyond the rim of the world as he seems to be, or is he lost in a dream of
his own dreamings? The boat moves on, forever anchored in the same place.
(Reid)
Through a queering of spatial and temporal registers, both Reid and Johnson refuse to
appease their viewer-readers with the comfort of certainty. Instead, their works remind
us of living histories that refuse stagnation and claim a mobility that defies an already
determined legibility.
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CHAPTER 5
THE RETURN
In addition to ongoing litigation between Energy Transfer and the Standing Rock
Sioux Tribe, the US justice system, at various levels of jurisdiction, faces many legal
cases requiring an understanding and interpretation of federal Indian policies and treaties
dating back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As I started researching
this project, I discovered a blog, Turtle Talk, that keeps followers informed of legal issues
affecting Indian Country. Created in 2007 by Michigan State University law professor
and tribal lawyer Matthew Fletcher (Grand Traverse), the blog provides legal materials
and primary source documents. As a subscriber, I receive anywhere from five to ten
emails a day, their content reminding me of the diversity in 573 federally-recognized
tribal nations while also speaking to similar struggles for justice. As I peruse the court
documents, many argued at the state level, I often see policies or treaties from the late
nineteenth century as central to complaints. Other sources informing my own sense of the
need for a return to the past for an understanding of the present and guidance for the
future include the podcasts This Land, hosted by Rebecca Nagle (Cherokee), and The Red
Nation, hosted by Nick Estes. Their efforts and generosity in transmitting knowledge and
sharing stories keeps a forward-looking return to Indigneous worldviews a part of my
everyday thinking and learning, a practice that will not cease with the completion of this
project.

One case to follow carefully is Sharp v. Murphy (formerly Carpenter v. Murphy),
still pending in the Supreme Court after being delayed to the current term for reargument.
As law professor Stephen Wermiel points out, “Few things confound the Supreme Court
more than Indian law, but the Justices keep wading into a relatively steady stream of
cases.” The nation’s highest court continues to wield significant power in creating
precedents that have lasting consequences for tribal citizens and their lands. Sharp v.
Murphy investigates questions of jurisdiction and whether the Muscogee (Creek) Nation
Reservation was ever disestablished after Congress established it in 1866. The rulings
will have significant implications for intersections of state, federal, and tribal laws
respecting property rights and, more broadly, for articulations of the relationship between
Indigneous Peoples, their territories, and the US government.
One of the most consistent and pervasive causes for tribal litigation is water
rights, and water rights law often implicates the Winters Doctrine of 1908. Prior to 1908,
the Prior Appropriation Doctrine held that the first water user to file a claim with the state
had priority of “beneficial use,” a tricky and colonially-freighted term variously defined
by each state.92 The 1908 Supreme Court ruling in Winters v. United States outlines rules
of water allocation for tribes and Congress, guaranteeing water “sufficient to fulfill the
reservation’s purposes” (Brougher 1). Speaking to the salience of the document in water
settlements negoitations, Daniel McCool states,
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For comparative examples, Colorado defines it as "the use of that amount of water that
is reasonable and appropriate under reasonably efficient practices to accomplish without
waste the purpose for which the appropriation is lawfully made, “ whereas Montana
defines it as “the use of water for the benefit of the appropriator, other persons, or the
public."

In 1902 Congres passed the Reclamation Act, which put the might and force of
the U.S. government behind efforts to irrigate the west. Six years later the
Supreme Court handed down Winters. These two epochal events set the stage for
an unrelenting battle over water that continues to this day. . . .It is impossible to
understand the appeal of negotiated settlements and the advent of the second
treaty era without first understanding this long and frustrating struggle to obtain
water for Indian reservations. (23).
To appreciate the tension between water-as-community and water-as-commodity
worldviews—the fundamental difference in mni wiconi and beneficial use philosophies—
we must turn our attention to the codifying of imperial and settler-colonial desires in the
legal policies that continue to affect Indigenous Peoples.
In addition to interrogating the language and implementation of nineteenth and
twentieth century jurisprudence, listening to contemporary Indigenous stories contributes
to a more accurate understanding of settler-colonial history on Turtle Island. Recent
efforts by artist-advocates have brought attention to the generational trauma tribal nations
endure as a result of colonial violence. Documentary photographer Daniella Zalcman’s
book project Signs of Your Identity combines interviews and double exposure
photographic portriats testifying to the painful legacy of Canada’s Indian Residential
Schools, the last of which closed in 1996. The title for Zalcman’s work comes from the
apology issued from Archbishop Michael Peers of the Anglican Church of Canada in
1993:
I accept and I confess before God and you, our failures in the residential schools.
We failed you. We failed ourselves. We failed God. I am sorry, more than I can
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say, that we were part of a system which took you and your children from home
and family. I am sorry, more than I can say, that we tried to remake you in our
image, taking from you your language and the signs of your identity. (qtd. in
Zalcman)
The project website includes educational materials for incorporating the stories and
images into curricula, providing a valuable resource for educators who appreciate the
importance in sharing these stories and confronting the violent realities of coerced
assimilation.
Another testament to the deeply embodied, multi-sensory terror of cultural
genocide, Kent Monkman’s (Cree) The Scream presents a visually arresting
representation of this violence while hearkening to the viewers’ sense of a singular sonic
dissonance through his titling of the work (fig 5.1). His rendering of a visual scene in
settler-colonialism asks us to consider what settler state hegemony sounds like.
Monkman’s monumental works, often depicting colonial contact and animated by queer
erotics, decolonize both art and history. In addition to his paintings, Monkman’s alterdrag-ego, Miss Chief Eagle Testickle, provides a persona he often includes in his
paintings to gaze back at the viewer. Asked about her creation, he stated,
I wanted an empowered persona that I could live in, time travel through. But
specifically in the period of the 19th century. . . .So it was a way of reversing the
gaze, basically creating an artistic persona that could represent the third gender
that existed in Indigneous societies and also talk about two-spirited sexuality,
two-spirited people. (qtd. in Sharpe)
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Figure 5.1: Kent Monkman’s The Scream (2017), part of his touring exhibit
Shame and Prejudice: A Story of Resilience. Used with permission from the artist.
Thinking and acting toward decolonization requires we look and listen for the
oppressive practices of hetero-patriarchal capitalism, a statist apparatus fortified in the
late nineteenth century.
These forces were, and are, resisted—movements toward decolonization are
proliferating. Fanon tells us that “decolonization sets out to change the order of the world.
. . [and] is a historical process: that is to say it cannot be understood, it cannot become
intelligible nor clear to itself except in the exact measure that we can discern the
movements which give it historical form and content” (36). Delineating the scope and
contours of these movements, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Ngāti Awa, Ngāti Porou) lists 25
Indigneous projects “within a very complex research programme” including themes like
“cultural survival, self-determination, healing, restoration and social justice” that require
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“more than rhetoric and acts of defiance” (142). Projects include claiming, testimonies,
story telling, celebrating survival, indigenizing, connecting, protecting, sharing, and
returning. Smith writes, returning “involves the returning of indigenous lands, rivers and
mountains to their indigneous owners. . .” (155). Within this decolonizing framework, a
return to Turtle Island demands the return of Turtle Island. Imagining this repatriation is
not easy, especially for settler-descendents like me. Nick Estes, discussing his drafting of
the Red Deal, a plan that goes beyond the Green New Deal to “prioritize Indigeneous
liberation,” addresses this cognitive dissonance: “Why is it easier for some to imagine the
end of fossil fuels but not settler colonialism? To imagine green economies and carbonfree, wind turbine, solar power, and electric bullet train utopias but not the return of
Indigenous lands? It’s not an either/or scenario. Both are possible — and necessary” (“A
Red Deal”).
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